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Introduction

James F. Slevin
Georgetown University

Art Young
Clemson University

This book grew out of the work of two Summer Institutes for Teachers of
Literature sponsored by the National Council of Teachers of English. In
June 1991, and again in June 1992, hundreds of college teachers of
literature gathered for what has become an important tradition in the
NCTE. This book attempts to capture the dialogue that began there. The
five mainspeakers at these conferences—Barbara Christian, Peter Elbow,
Gerald Graff, Mary Louise Pratt, and Robert Scholes—initiated a conver-
sation that continues in the pages of this volume. Other essayve—by Keith
Hijortshoj, Beverly Sauer, John Warnock, and Janice Wolff—incubated
during the conterence, generated as part of the many opportunities tor
conversation and collaboration made possible there. These and the other
essavs represent a variety of viewpoints, and they take arange of generic
forms, ranging from formal arguments to personal reflections and dia-
logues. In selecting them, we have been guided by our commitment to
providing a vital exchange of views on the issues raised at the Summer
Institutes.

These issues are probably the central questions of our discipline at this
time. If texts no longer organize the curriculum, then what does? If the
“professor” is no longer the privileged agent of education, then whois?
The essavs in this book raise and respond to these pressing questions,
which contemplate the end of coverage as a model, the end of the canon
as an agreed-upon certainty, the end of the professor as the agent ot
learning, and the end of the classroom as a place where education is
defivered. These “ends” have been much contemplated, indeed. But
what arises in their place? What have we begun?

Fhe new directions in literary theory and criticism that mark the last
two decades canbeseen as responses to these very concerns, reexamining,
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the assumptions that underlie literary study. But this exciting, dis-
ciplinewide reappraisal of what we read, and why and how we read it,
has not yet adequately addressed questions of curriculum and peda-
gogy. We have vet to consider fully how recent developments in theory
and critical practice have influenced, or can influence, the way we teach,
organize, and reflect upon undergraduate courses in language and
literature. This book aims in part to fill this need. The essays collected
here explore how curricular arrangements—the English major, interdis-
cipiinary programs, and general education sequences—can be respon-
sive both to new critical perspectives and to bodies of literature hereto-
fore exciuded from the academy. They are concerned as well with how
individual courses can more effectively introduce students to new criti-
cal theories and help them make connections among the various critical
perspectives that now mark literary studies.

In a book as many-voiced as this one, it is unlikely that any generali-
zation will apply universally. But we will risk at least one. It seems to us
that this book differs from others in the introduction of the student as a
vital presence in the profession’s reflections on critical theory. Unlike
most theoretical work so far, even work that concerns itself w1th ‘teach-
ing theory,” this one asks us to see our students not as the receivers of our
theoretical knowledgebutas participants in the making of it. Many of the
essavs, then, set up a model or teaching literature that envisions educa-
tion as a collaborative process between students and teachers; so, a
concern with student voices is a central tocus of what we take it to mean
to be a teacher of literature. Teaching literature and getting students

talking /writing are inseparable in this view of things; students play a
central role as the makers of the meaning of literary education.

Politics

The first two essavs set the tone and introduce many of the themes that
the reader will find in the essays that follow. Mary Louise I'rott’s “Daring
to Dream” sets literary study and theory within the larger debates about
national culture and language and the power relationships and struggles

"

these debates inhabit. Proposing the ideal of the “polyglot citizen,” she
envisions the study of language and literature as a process of democra-
tizing cducation. She propeses an educational renewal in which
multiculturalism becomes a way of understanding and effecting change
by reorienting our attention to the literatures and cultures of the Ameri-
cas and therefore including all our students m the creation of a truly
American culture. Building on Pratt’s work, John Warnock's “What We
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Talk about When We Talk about Politics” addresses the place of politics,
and the talk about 1t, in our universities and classrooms. Warnock is
concerned with the very real place of students in all this talk and with
teaching as a process of inviting and enabling students’ participation.
Addressing the disjunction between theory and practice, he offers a
compelling way of theorizing classroom practices and thereby restoring
the work of teaching to a central place in our professional conversation.

The three essays that follow continue this concern with the active
participation of students, with particular attention to student writing
and how to read it, learn from it, think about it—in short, with how we
mighttak ritseriously asliterature. Like Warnock’s essav, Keith Hjortshoj's
“Theory, Confusion, Inclusion” brings politics and theorv (and the
politics of theory) into the classroom and into the everyday lives of
teachers and students. Like Pratt, Hjortshoj sets these considerations
within the context of a diverse American culture. Situated firmly in his
own experience as a teacher and arising out of his active participation at
the two Summer Institutes, the essay draws on (and so now, in this
volume, helps the reader to anticipate) the contributions of Barbara
Christian, Gerald Graff, and Peter Elbow. By focusing on a particular
student writer and the larger political and social contexts that mark the
significance of that writer’s work, Hjortshoj ties theory to the dynamices
of teacher-student relationships. David Bleich, in “The Unconscious
Troubles of Men,” continues this concernwith students, offering a model
for reading student writing as cultural text as well as personal revelation.
Through a series of readings of student papers, Bleich discloses the social
and political struggles present in the classroom and teaches us how to
read these struggles through his exemplary reading of student writing,
In the pedagogy he makes available to us, we can learn how the ever-
present politics of the classroom can become the subject of serious
inquiry by students as well as teachers. Min-Zhan Lu’s “Teaching
Literature: Indoctrination vs. Dialecties” develops classroom strategics
(particularly writin _assignments)that deepen students’ participationin
such inquiry. She shows how student writing can be used to help
students bridge the gap between their theories and their practices,
cnabling them to become more aware of the politicalimplications of their
own language and their own perspectives. At the same time, and by this
very means, she helps teachers to reflect on the politics of the theoretical
positions we take in our elassroom and their implications for pedagogy.

if these first essavs help us to work out social critiques in the class-
room—particularly by showing how taking student writing seriously
can help us fearn trom our students and reconceptualize the process ot
teaching and learning—the last two essavs in this section move toward
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the curricular and institutional implications of this pedagogy. In his
essay, “Standing in This Neighborhood: Of English Studies,” Daniel
Mosheaberg broadens our notions of virtually everything we imagine
ourselves to be doing: the site of learning becomes notjust the classroom
but the “neighborhood” (particularly his neighborhood, the Artandria/

Chirilagua area of Alexandria, Virginia), where reading and writing are
ded directly to efforts for political and social change. Learners here,
primarily African American and Central American people, are also
citizens and workers, struggling for justice and power—"standing.” For
Moshenberg, as for Pratt, the study of language and literature must
address issues of national and international consciousness, of unequal
cconomic and cultural power, and of communities of students far more
diverse than currently acknowledged. By offering more inclusive wavs
of understanding our disciplinary aims, he extends our potion of schol-
arship and suggests wavs of rethinking both our theory and our practice.
In “Redistribution and the Transformation of American Studies,” Eric
Chevfity focuses considerations such as these on the poiitics of the
curriculum, joining with Mary Louise Pratt in-advocating a thoroughly
revised notion of American studies. Both not only expand our notion of
the canonand the ”Americas” butalso rethink literary study as a practice
entailing larger social concerns and responsibilities. Like Moshenberg,
and othersin this volume, Cheyvtitz envisions the work of our discipline
and the curricula we establish as incorporating, and reflecting upon,
outreach bevond the campus. His essay thus constitutes a transition to
the curricular issues that are the focus of the next section.

Curriculum

Gerald Graff's essay, like those in part ], derives from avery basic concern
to include students more actively in the professional conversations now
takmg place apart from them. “Organizing the Conflicts in the Curricu-
lum” moves beyvond Graft's earlier, very influential work which delin-
cated our d|'~.uphnm v debates and which advocated that they be taught;
here, he offers several conerete ways in which these debates can be
brought into a course of study. In his essay, to which many of the
subsequent essavs explicitly or 1mplu1tlv ospond the issues of politics
in the classroom, the cultural and social contexts of literature, redefini-
tions ot the canon, and considerations of gender, class, race and ethnicity
are claritied and given shape in practical measures that institutions
might adopt to involve students more fully in this wide-ranging profes-
stonal discussion.,

13
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Jacqueline Jones Rovster’s “Literature, Literacy, and Language” re-
minds us that the curriculum serves people, not “Western Civ” or “the
profession.” She asks some fundamental questions: Who are we serving
and what hopes tor them inspire our educational plans? Keeping that
focus allows her to develop alternative wavs of thinking about how we
organize and teach the knowledge students must have, and use, to lead
their lives as readers, writers, and citizens. The pedagogy she advocates
centers on open inquiry and the process of inviting everyone to partici-
pate in and to shape that inquiry. The curriculum she envisions is
inclusive and dialogic, opening up a space for neglected literature to be
read and for marginalized students to be heard. Anne Ruggles Gere and
Morris Young continue this concern with expanding the canon and
establishing curricular practices that develop a critical literacy which
enables students to read not just texts but contexts. Attending to “Cul-
tural Institutions,” particularly the material conditions of textual pro-
duction and reception, they connect theory with practice by bringing a
cultural studies approach to selected works by Zora Neale Hurston,
Leslic Marmon Silko, and Maxine Hong Kingston. Their essay not only
illuminates these important iexts but models a mode of inquiry that can
be extended to other texts as well. By attending to the process of writing
and publication as well as to the institutionalized readings {academic
and other) that create a canon and shape our perceptions of writers and
their work, Gere and Young clarify how culture is constructed and,
perhaps more important, help us to invite our students to join in that
essential project.

Robert Scholes and Gary Waller continue the discussion of reconceiv-
ing language and literary study as central to a college education by
suggesting changes in the goals and practices of general education. In
“A Flock of Cultures—A Trivial Proposal,” Scholes argues that “Great
Books” and “Western Civ” cannotanchor the college curriculumbecause
thev do not have an intellectual core and because they lack the coherence
for pedagogically sound instruction. in arguing against the “Great
Bouks” theory of general education, Scholes advances his own proposal
based on two goals: helping students (1) to understand a usable cultural
past and (2) to establish an active relationship with the cultural present.
Scholes suggests a modern “trivium” of grammar, dialectic, and rheto-
ric—one centered on the English language and matters of textuality. In
this curriculum, texts would be selected for study on the basis of their
relationship to a canon of concepts and practices rather than because of
their representation in a canon of “Great Books.” Gary Waller also dis-
cusses what it means to theorize the general education curriculum, and
he suggests another trio of contexts—the contemporary, the historical,
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and the ways to knowledge and power—designed to put literary study
“outinthe world” and to connect it to the intellectual and cultural forces
that affect all our lives. What students do with what they read is perhaps
more important than what they read. Waller is a college administrator as
well as a teacher, and his essay, “Polylogue: Ways of Teaching and
Structuring, the Conflicts,” describes the difficult process of building
facuity consensus for interdisciplinary curricular change in the modern
university organized by disciplines. Thus Waller addresses not only
questions of why we should theorize the curriculum but also pragtual
and political questions of how we might go about doing it. For Waller as
well as Scholes, critical theory should not be an isolated course in the
undergraduate English curriculum but rather should inform the entire
college curriculum.

The final two essays in this section, by Wendy Bishop and James

Phelan, focus spummllv on how curricular matters affect individual
teachers and their students. Bishop writes about how the faculty in her
English department. influenced by the scholarly work of Gerald Graff
and Robert Scholes, attempted to restructure their curriculum. Bishop's
“Attitudes and Expectations” analyzes the impact of such a process on
graduate students who are being socialized into the profession. Through
a case study of “Dennis,” a Ph.D. student in literature and an instructor
of first-year composition courses, Bishop demonstrates how issues of
theory, as integrated into a department’s planaing and curriculum, affect
the tived experience of one student as both learner and professional-in-
training. When theoretical and pedagogical contlicts exist within a
departmental faculty but are not acknowledged, much less “taught,” to
graduate students, then how do such students process these conflicting
messages? For Dennis, the conflicts between literature and com position,
between thoory and practice, between teaching and research, between
competing theories of interpretation, all seem to be discrete issues to be
navigated through in separate courses rather than professional issues to
be understood through active participation in professional conversa-
tions. Through her case study, Bishop lets us see the implications of such
unacknowiedged theories in the professional life of ope graduate teach-
ing assistant,

We close this section on curriculum with James Phelan’s “Teaching
Theory/Theorizing Teaching,” a dialogue among literature teachers
trving to envision the place of theory in their classrooms. Through his
characters, Phelan asks what a coursc in critical theory should be about.
What tests should be taught? [s coverage an issue? Should theory be
taught as content to be mastered or as the process of theorizing? What
should students know and be able to do when they: finish such a course?
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Why? Can we teach the dialogic nature of discourse without changing
the teacher’s traditional role as disseminator of authoritative knowl-
edge? Phelan’s dramatic scenario enacts many of the conflicts discussed
in this book—offering different approaches to theorizing the curriculum
— . and, as well, different approaches to teaching a course in theory. In some
ways, Phelan’s coffee-room conversation imagines Wendy Bishop's
GTAs on the far side of the Ph.D,, finally talking about theory in ways
- that might lead to pedagogical and curricular change. Phelan constructs

a dramatic scene which itself helps us see the implications of theory in
- individual classrooms, in departments, and in the profession—for theo-
B rv is about talk, texts talking to one another, texts talking to us, readers
talking to texts and talking to cach other. Such “teacher talk” seems to
i lead from matters of theory to matters of curricular context to matters of
' pedagogy. How can we engage our students in this conversation?

Pedagogy

In our final section, Barbara Christian, Paul Lauter, and Peter Elbow

reflect on the impact of theory on readers and writers in the classroom,

All three are concerned that eritical theory be used as a tool by teachers

to enrich students” experience of reading literature; they do not want

theory to become vet another barrier between the student reader and the

literary text, a barrier that can only be overcome by reading more theory
_ and less literature. Thus they set an important theme not only for this
» section but for the entire book: for the teacher of literature, examining
) how we teach is as important a pedagogical consideration as determin-
ing what we teach. Critical theory can help us undertake this examina-
tion, for understanding ourselves as teachersinvolves an understanding
of how we read texts, and how we read our students,

Barbara Christian’s “Does Theory Play Well in the Classroom?”
cautions us that literary scholars’ fascination with “high theory” might
contribute to the alienation minority students feel toward theoretical
discourse and the neglect that African American writers experience. She
provides us with the personal context for her earlier, influential essay,
- “The Race for Theory,” in which she argues that feminist, Marvist, and
' psvchoanalvtic eritics interpret the works of contemporary African
American writers without an adequate knowledge ot African American
history and culture. What concerns Christian is the silence of theorists in
this regard, as if such knowledge is not needed to fully appreciate the
_ novels of Toni Morrison and Alice Walker, For Christian, there are many
- . theories—but African American theory must be one of the theoretical
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tools for understanding African American literature. And as Christian
points out, African American theory exists and is most readily accessible
in the oral and written narratives of African Americans. She then dis-
cusses how she teaches Toni Morrison’s Beloved from an African Ameri-
can perspective, what kinds of cultural knowledge she brings to her
reading, and how she opens up this novel to the students in her
multicultural classroom. In doing so, she opens up Beloved for all of us.

Paul Lauter, like Barbara Christian, demonstrates how new wavs of
reading literary teats can be discovered in the texts themselves, For
Lauter, the issueis no longer the value of multiculturalism, “foritis here
to stay,” but “the problem of translating multiculturalism into eftective
classroom practice.” In order to solve this problem, we need to, free
ourselves from the “pedagogical canon” of “theoretical correctness”
established by the literary theory of T. S, Eliot and the New Critics. We
need to work with our students to discover new wavs of teaching and
learning literature, and one way to do so is by reading together literary
tests that themselves challenge formalist assumptions about literature
and about teaching. Lauter examines poems by Amy Lowell and Sterling,
Brown to demonstrate how they can be understood as theoretical as well
as literary tests and to suggest how such theoretical readings lead to
revision of the pedagogical canon. Indeed, different classroom practices
suggest different wavs of hearing and making meaning of literary texts.

Further challenges to the pedagogical canon come from Peter Elbow.
“The War between Reading and Writing—and How to End [t” questions
the unexamined pedagogy of most literature classrooms in which writ-
ing “serves” literature. In some sense, this often translates into the
student serving literature rather than the other wav around. Elbow
folows Lauter in viewing this unfortunate situation as the legacy of New
Criticism, and he follows Christian ininvoking Toni Morrison’s concern
with the damage done to writers by postmodern critical theories: “for it
means that there is no way to talk about what we mean, because to mean
anvthing is not in vogue.” One important way to make students active
readers of literature is to privilege the writing students do in literature
classes. When students view theraselves as writers, when students feel
empowered totalk back to literature and tojoin the cultural conversation
engendered by literature, then they read as writers. Reading literature as
a writer of literature creates student readers who are “braver, more
lively, more thoughtful.” Elbow goes on to give many practical ways in
which student writing can be effectively integrated into literature class-
rooms, wavs which ultimately serve the interests of literary culture (as
well as the student) by creating critical and imaginative readers and
writers,

17
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The process of reading—and the cultural knowledge that reading
both provides and requires—is the basis from which Kathleen Mec-
Cormick explores possibilities for a culturally situated reading peda-
gogy. McCormick brings together two areas of reading rescarch, reading
theory and literary theory, that do not often “read” cach other. indeed,
most of the recent research in reading theory reviewed by McCormick is
unfamiliar to college literature teachers. She offers a theory of readers as
social subjects, suggesting that literature teachers need tobring reading
theory and critical theory together to understand better what goes onin
our students’ minds as readers, Because reading is a socially constructed
activity, what students write is a visible and accessible avenue into how
they read. Thus McCormick, working with pedagogical conceptions
from David Bleich and Peter Elbow among others, explores how teachers
can help students locate themselves as reading subjects by becoming
more self-conscious and culturally informed as readers. '

The final three essavs in the collection focus on teachers and students
exploring together alternatives to the theoretically correct pedagogical
canon. In duing so, they bring us fuli circle in our consideration of the
interrelated issues of this volume: eritical theory, politics, curriculun,
and pedagogy. They bring us face to face with teachers in individual
classrooms who seek to transiate what they are learning from critical
theory into classroom practices. Central to that process is cach teacher’s
reading and talking about published literature and literary theory, and
equally important, cach teacher’s serious reading of students” writing
and talk.

Janice M. Wolff's “Teaching in the Contact Zone” employs the meta-
phor of the “contact zone” developed by Mary Louise Pratt to construct
teacher knowledge of classroom experiences, such as discussing issues of
racism with students who are reading, Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Wolff's
reading of Beloved and its contact zone of “oral cultures” and “print
cultures” assists herin developing her theory of the novel and her theory
of pedagogy. Thus she follows Christian and Lauter in discovering
theory in the reading of imaginative literature. The most ifluminating
moment in Wolft's classroom and in her essay oceurs whenshe reads her
students’ writing and fistens to their voices, for ske discovers that what
the students are learning from her teaching is quite different from what
ohe intends. Her classroom experience thus reinforees the point made
throughout this collection that a teacher can’t detine her role apart from
her students” [earning,

In “Tow Literature Learns to Write: The Possibilitios and Pleasures of
Role-Play,” James L. Seitz ashs us to contront the alienation we otten feel
as readers of students” texts, Itmay be that in assigning, “pedagogically
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correct” writing to students, we unwittingly alicnate them from their
own writing as well as the literature we want them to read and enjoy.
Furthermore, as writers and readers, we may alienate students from
teachers. By asking students to participate in a performance model of
role-playing, by asking students to assume various textual identities, by
asking students to imagine historical and cultural possibilities and
audiences, by asking students to write creatively in literature classes,
Seitz constructs a classroom environment envisioned by Elbow when he
recommended that students read literature as writers of literature and as
contributors to the cultural tradition. Seitz wants to restore the pleasure
of writing to students, the pleasure of reading student writing to teach-
ers, and the pleasure of the literary experience to all concerned.

At the 1991 and 1992 NCTE Summer Institutes, Beverly Sauer con-
ducted workshops each afternoon in which participants gathered to talk
about the critical theories they had been reading prior to the Summer
Institute and thatthey were hearing about in the presentations of Barbara
Chnistian, Peter Elbow, Gerald Graff, Mary Louise Pratt, and Robert
Scholes. The focus of these workshops was on transiating the theoretical
into the everyday life of college litciature teachers: new courses, new
curricular components, departmental politics, institutional cultures, re-
designed syllabi, and new classroom practices. Sauer’s concluding essay,
“Making Connections,” discusses many of the questions raised by the
participants, ones that continue to be raised by literature teachers across
the nation—questions about canon formation and redefinition, about
multiculturalism, about the politics of theorizing the curriculum. Who is
authorized to speak in the classroom? How does theory practiced in
academic criticism retlect the kind of thinking we would like our stu-
dents to do? The participants not only asked questions, but they came
prepared toshare experiences in the forms of bibliographies, new course
syllabi, redesigned curricula, and innovative classroom strategies. As
their discussions and syllabi revealed, these faculty are teaching and
learning in the “contact zone” of their classrooms; thev are learning from
critical theorists, from the literature they read, from each other, and, most
important, from their students.

Perhaps the learning that we and our students can undertake in this
wide variety of contexts constitutes the central theme and the primary
purpose of this collection of essays. Explicitly or implicitly, each of the
essays hereis concerned with the intellectuatwork students and teachers
do together and with what that work can contribute to the profession’s
“conyersation.” These articles thus explore crucial professional relation-
ships: between students and teachers, reading and writing, texts and
contexts, one course and other courses, the academic world and the
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world beyond the academy. Through these explorations, our profes-
sional conversation is moved in new directions, considering the way
pedagogies, curricula, and other institutional practices theorize litera-
ture and the literary knowledge that teachers and students produce.
More than any particular theoretical perspective that might be intro-
duced into a course, the way that course is taught, the place that course
holds in the curriculum, and the politics of textual, cultural, and personal
relations embedded inour pedagogies and curricula influence both what
is learned and what literary study is taken, by students and teachers
alike, to mean. This book is meant to contribute to this important
professional consideration, probing and clarifying the meaning of what
we do and thereby reconceptualizing the discipline of English studiesto
account for all that we do, as scholars and educators responsible to the
future.
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1 Daring to Dream: Re-Visioning
Culture and Citizenship

Mary Louise Pratt
Stanford Universlty

A few vears ago, when the affluent Bay Area suburb of Los Altos passed
an “English Only” ordinance, the Chicano artist and poet Jos¢ Antonio
Burciaga asked his neighbors to reflect on the irony of their choice:

I teel that Los Altos should have gone all the way and changed its
Spanish name to The Highs, Highlands, or more appropriately, The
Tall Ones. All across the country defenders of ye olde English would
do well to authenticate, in English, all of the “forcign” names of our
cities and towns.

For example, here in California, we could begin by translating
Los Baios to The Bathrooms and Sobrantes to Leftovers. ban
Francisco, of course, would be renamed Saint Francis of Assisi,
Atascadero could become Mud Puddle, Manteca, Lard, Panocha,
Brown Sugar, and Aromas could become Smells, California.

Los Angeles? Anancim already took away the city’s baseball
angels, so how about Lost Angels or Lost Anglos? (1)

Not inappropriately, Burciaga entitied his picce “The Tall Ones Are
Ganging Up on Me.” There are plenty of people today who, at least from
time to time, feel like “Lost Anglos” is the contemporary reality of the
United States. And since the political Right launched its highly orches-
trated and well-financed campaign in 1990 against educational reform,
plenty of scholars and teachers have Jhared the feeling that “the tall ones”
are ganging up on us.

In our good moments, those of us so beset know that the vehemence
of the reaction against educational reform means something of poten-
tially great significance is underway. ltis very important not to lose cight

Phis essay was the kevnote address of the 1991 NC T Sammur Institute for Teachers of
[ iterature and was also presented at g forum on "American 1 iterary Pluralisms™ at the
Modern Tanguage Assodation Convention, San brancisco, in December 1991, sponsored
by the Commission on Literatures and Fanguages of the Americas My sineere thanks to
Rina Benmayor, David Patumbo-Lin, Tose Saldivar, Renato Rosaldo., James Clittord, and
Herman Gallegos tor therr comments.
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ot this fact. A few vears ago, [ had the remarkable experience of seeing
the planning documents for a first-vear culture course | co-teach pub-
lished (in strategically edited form) in the Wall Street Journal, along with
¢ vehement, ill-informed editorial attacking “The Stanford Mind.” Af-
ter the initial shock and insult wore off, I found myself astonished that
such a thing as an undergraduate course svllabus could be of any inter-
est to the national business daily—ceven assuming a slow dav on the
market! Untortunately, like most academics, Tacked the media compe-
tence to take advantage of the occasion.

That was seven vears ago. Now, it is clear that what some see as a
battle for the national will is also a process by which U.S. society is
reimagining and redefining itself. At this point, it is essential that intel-
lectuals pursuing the democratic renewal of society, institutions, and
culture make a concerted effort to insert some terms and ideas into the
public debate, terms that suggest where it is we are trving to go and why.
Those of us arguing for democratic change face an opportunity and an
imperative to articulate our visions clearly and forcetully, What sort of
society are we looking for in these United States, in these Americas, on
this planet? What sort of culture and what sort of institutions do we wish
to inhabit? What do we see as the relationships to be developed between
language and nation, among culture, education, and citizenship? If we
abandon assimilationism and the idea of homogencous cultural wholes,
what will be the bases for our social bonds? In California, these ques-
tions have been posed with a new urgency ever since the Los Angeles
uprising in the spring of 1992,

For many peopie, the searchis tor ways to undo deeply held assump-
tions that tie difference to subordination and social heterogeneity to so-
cial incquality. Difference, in other words, does not necessarily imply
mequality—where it does, it does so as the result of a historical process,
For some, it is a question of redefining social bonds so that homogene-
ity is not the only basis for solidarity or accountability. For many people
it has become imperative to be able to live out particular identities and
group histories as part of one’s citizenship, rather than as an obstacle to
citizenship—imperative to feel not just that one is entitled or allowed to
be here, but that one belongs here, that one is entitled to proprictorship
of the nation’s institutions as fully as people of the traditionally domi-
nant or normative group.

In the 1980s, following on the national and global upheavals ot the
19705 and late T960s, certain sets of monolithic linkages came unstuck
in metropolitan culture, both in imagination and realitv—notably, link-
ages that lined up the idea ot a nation with the idea of « territorial state,
@ language, a culture, sometimes a religion, and « (masculine-defined)
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citizen-subject who defends the territory, embodies the language and
culture, and serves the state. In particular, the three-lavered monolith
of nation, language, and culture, which defined the modern nation-state
and the modern citizen-subject at the level of the imagined, came apart
in what seems likely to be a permanent and global way. This is one lens
for diagnosing the current upheavals both in actual social relations and
in the wayvs nations represent themselves to themselves. Often, these
disarticulations register themselves most dramatically in the realm of
language.

The Poiyglot Citizen

All parents have moments when they confront the fact that their chil-
dren are growing up in a ditterent world from the one they did. T recall
picking my daughter up a few years ago at preschool and hearing that
Jhe had anew friend she wanted to ask over to play. “Great,” said, “get
her phone number and I'll call her parents.” “can’t,” said Olivia. “Why
not?” “She doesn’t speak English.” “Well, should we ask her in Span-
ish?” 1 said. “Momma,” said Olivia impatiently, “We don’t understand
cach other's language.” (The intonation meant: “We understand every-
thing clse, just not the language.”) The two four-year-olds, | realized,
lacked an evpectation of a common language as essential to construct-
ing a relationship and indeed proved in the times they spent together
that, for four-yvear-olds, it was not.

The incident stuck in my nund because it happened not long aiter 1
had attended a meeting of a professional organization at which two lin-
guistic matters had come up for our consideration. One was whether and
how to respond to the “English Only™ initiatives that were being passed
all across the country with varving effects, from undermining bilingual
education programs to prohibiting workers from the using of their na-
tive languages in the workplace. At the same meeting, we received o
bricfing from some policvmakers outlining the urgent need in Ameri-
can business and government for more adult speakers of second lan-
guages. The proposal was to begin a massive national initiative to teach
forergn languages to adults who held advanced positions in the areas of
business, diplomacy, and national security.

So we had a situation where simultancously initiatives were being,
taken (a) to climinate bilingualism among schoolchildren (tor swhom
multiple-language learning is possible and perfectible) and () to try to
create bilingualism among mature adults (for whom toreign langu-
age learning is extremely ditticult and virtually never pertectible)! My




Mary Louise Pratt

fantasy at the time was to get the two groups together in the same room
(almost certainly revealing, of course, that thev were in fact the same
people!). But that wouldn’t do much good, really, because the crowd in
such a room would not have included a lot of people who needed to be
there for a valid discussion of what was possible and desirable in the
way of a national language policy. As anyone who has been working
on educational democracy knows, cverything depends on who is in the
room where the decisions are being made, on whether those seeking
change and those expected to benefit from it are part of the process. (One
of the significant openings created by the upheaval in Los Angeles was
the appearance on mainstream TV of inner-city people analvzing their
situation and the society as a whole. Their clarity, articulateness, and
wisdom often contrasted with the ignorant wafflings of an officialdom
who lacked all familiarity with the dvnamics at work.)

What a difference it would make, then, if a national language policy
were formulated by a group that corresponded to the linguistic realities
of the U.S.—to the fact, for instance, that in California, nalf the children
entering kindergarten now speak first languages other than English. As
ascholar, a parent, and a teacher, I dare to dream about a public educa-
tion svstem that sees this estraordinary multilingualism not as an edu-
cational handicap or a social impediment, but as an extraordinary
endowment to be cultivated and preserved. Imagine a school system that
made it a priority tor children to become literate inall the languages they
knew and for every monolingual English speaker to learn a second lan-
guage carly and well. In a generation, without giving up a shared knoiel-
edge of English antong its citizens, the national self-understanding would,
I suspect, be profoundly altered.

What could emerge might be 2 new national subject—a figure Renato
Rosaldo has called the polyglot citizen. Let me use this term for a moment
to reflect on this socicty’s present and its past. On the one hand, as a
purely linguistic entity, the polyglot citizen would be the result of chang-
ing realities in the US,, notably the arrival of large, new immigrant popu-
lations—&.5 million in the 1980+ alone, and that's the official figure. On
the other hand, as Burciaga tried to remind his neighbors in Los Altos,
such a concept would simply incorporate into the national understand-
ing realitics that have constituted American life and history for a very
long time. For, of course, multilingualism, intercultural contact, radical
social heterogeneity and discontinuity have been part ot human history
in the Americas tora very long time, certainly since before contact with
Farope, and, of course, more dramatically since the shock ot 1492 and
its attermath. Despite ideologies ot homogeneity and assimilation, the
polvelot American has been evervivhere but never named as a model

o
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for citizenship. (When vou read Willa Cather’s O Pioneers!, did you or
your teacher notice that every single character is bilingual, and there is
not a single native speaker of English in the book? Did you know that in
the 18505, 60 percent of the newspapers published in the U.5. were not
in English?) In the Southwest, people have to be reminded constantly
that Spanish is notan immigrant language in the U.S., that Mexicans were
here for three centuries before Anglos showed up, and that the domi-
nant presence of English did not eliminate Spanish by the third genera-
tion, as the immigrant formula specifies.

In her courses on sociolinguistics at San Jose State University, lingu™t
Patricia Nichols does a simple and revealing exercise to orient her stu-
dents to the history of multilingualism in the United States {see “Lan-
guage in the Attic”). Nichols has students reconstruct their linguistic
biography to see how many generations back they go in their own fam-
ily before encountering native languages other than English. This i< a
great exercise for something 1 call “unraveling the white synthesis™ in
the classroom. For most students, including Euramericans, itis only two
or three generations back to bilingualism. In fact, among Nichols’s stu-
dents, the group with the longest history as native speakers of English is
the African Americans. (Of course!—when vou think about it.)

The other things those linguistic biographies revealed, to Nichols's
surprise, was the violence of compulsory monolingualism. Many fami-
lies had preserved horror stories about linguistic repression and forced
language loss. In the United States, the polyglot citizen of all races has
‘raditionally been subjected to considerable psychosocial violence. This
was one of the costs of producing what I referred to above as “the white
svithesis.” As Nichols's classroom experiment suggests, that synthesis
begins to unravel as soon as yvou tug it by a thread. Unraveling it is cru-
cial to the unraveling of white supremacy itself.

Linguistic repression and enforced monolingualism are also old re-
alities in the Americas. Walter Mignolo wrote recently about a literacy
campaign conducted by the Spanish in the 15505, led by Franciscan fri-
ars (see “Literacy and Colonization”). One of their tactics was to imprison
children of the Aztec clite and prevent them from conversing with any-
one in their own language, “especially not their mothers” (67). The au-
thority of literate culture, the friars surmised, could only be established
if the authority of oral culture was interrupted. (The Aztecs, it appears,
were not entirely naive about what was afoot. Commentators revealed
that some of them, suspecting the exercise, turned over not their own
children but those of subordinates.) That history is still being lived out
today. In the tirst-year culture course a group ot us teach at Stantord (the
one the Wall Street Journal wrote up), readings includs a sacred, mythic
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text of the Maya called the Popol Vil This year, following the lecture
on this text, a student came up to the professor with some comments, at
the end of which h said, “My grandparents are Maya, you know. It's
the only languag« they know, but they insisted my parents speak only
Spanish to get ahead, so I've never learned it, though 've heard it all
my life.” Tronically, as he probably knew, north of the border, Spanish
is the language parents tell their children to suppress, for the same rea-
sons that his grandparents suppressed Mava. Of course, it was the
presence of the Popol Vuli on the curriculum, and a Chicano professor
behind the podium, that brought this student’s Maya experience into in-
tersection with the powerful structures of knowledge that reside in the
university.,

The idea of the polyglot citizen is intended, of course, to refer to cul-
tural, and not iust linguistic, consciousness. It does not mean simply a
polity whose citizens speak more than one language, but a polity that
ts, and sees itself as, multiply constituted, as consisting of heterogeneity
at the level of the individual and the collective. Citizens are constituted
by the multiple and shifting parameters we all know by heart: region,
gender, class, race, religion. People are bound by histories, but histories
that they have lived out in oery different ways. As anthropologist Renato
Rosaldo has argued, fears that such multiplicity produces chaos are
untounded. Heterogeneous societies can hold together just fine, though
what holds them together is not homogeneity. Rather, they are held to-
gether by the dense degrees of overlap between and among their vari-
ous identifications and formations. The other great fear is of
fragmentation or, as it is often called, “Balkanization.” But this too can-
not happen because no one belongs to only one group. The polyglot citi-
sen, metaphorically speaking, identifies herself or himself as a point of
intersection of multiple threads that weave in and out to make the dense
tabric of society. As the LA rap group Aztlan Nation put it, “1 didn’t
cross the border, the border erossed me.” Perhaps here there is a richer
and more inclusive model of citizenship than those which imagine <o-
cial bonding as constituted by sameness and conformism.,

Multiculturalism: Five Propositions

Fhere s atleast one term that all participants in the culture debates have
a stake in: multiculturalism. For reasons that will become apparent in a
mament, will make no attempt to define this concept. In fact, I'll do
the opposite T propose to identify five of what T take to be the key
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dimensions of the term, thinking in particular about widespread con-
cern over co-opted, bureaucratized, and watered-down versions of
multiculturalism. So acute are these concerns that powerful voices com-
mitted to cultural democracy and educational reform now often back
away from or even denounce muiticulturalism, leaving colleagues who
have taken great risks in its name dangling ina limbo of (iDlegitimacy.
The “Five Propositions” below are aimed at resolving some of the con-
fusion generated by the multifarious evocations of the term.

Proposition 1: Multiculturalism has at least four narratives of origin.
(a) Civil Rights. Multiculturalism has its historical roots in the U.S. civil
rights struggles and continues the battles for gender and racial equality
that have been an ongoing part of U.S. social history since independence.
With respect to people of color, women, gays, and other disenfranchised
groups, one can characterize multiculturalism as a move from demand-
ing the right to be here to demanding the right to befong here, from de-
manding representation to demanding co-possession ot the nation’s
institutions.

(b) igration. Close to one out of every twenty-five Americans, by
official statistics, arrived here within the last fifteen vears from very dis-
parate parts of the world. The actual numbers are probably greater. This
extraordinary immigration has produced a cultural and linguistic land-
scape that is much more diverse than has ever existed previously. From
this perspective, multiculturalism is not simply a movement buta real-
itv. It is already here. Debates over education and diversity represent
the pangs of adjustment and the struggles over how to adjust our insti-
tutions to these new realities.,

(¢) Globalization. The communications revolution, worldwide immi-
grant diasporas, and globalization of capital and markets mean that
everyone’s reality has diversified culturaliy and linguistically and that
nearly evervone is experiencing increased demands for interaction with
other cultures and socicties. This is where multiculturalism intersects
with international relations, where domestic projects in cultural diver-
oity meet up with the demand tor greater global cultural competence,
often in the name of cconomic competitiveness in the global market.

() Acadenic “Business as Usial.” Questioning, challenging, and revi-
talizing established traditions and structures of knowledge is business
as usual in the university. In fact, such processes of renewal are central
to the university’s mission in society. Today’s curriculum debates, for
example, are strikingly similar to the heated struggles that occurred
in the 19204 over whether American literature should be taught in
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American universities. Many of the arguments used then against Ameri-
can literature are the same ones used now against “substituting” Euro-
pean classics with “inferior” works by women, people of color, or
non-Europeans. In any scholarly discipline, paradigm shifts are inevi-
table and desirable, for though they occasion discord, they are the way
new knowledge is incorporated, the way history works on the institu-
tion. Without them, universities would be attempting to live outside
historv—and would become instant anachronisms. There is, of course,
a commercialized version of this: in the books and journals market,
multiculturalism is a growth industry, and most big corporations today
have professional diversity managers.

Having suggested four narratives of origin, I would like to privilege
a particular orientation toward the future. The central core of the reform-
ist projects referred to under the label “multiculturalism,” T would ar-
gue, is the struggle in the domain of culture against forms of
subordination that distort this society, that inhibit its thought and fail
so many of its inhabitants: racism and white supremacy, sexism and
heierosenism, ethnocentrism, intolerance and xenophobia, alt based as
often on ignorance as on prejudice.

Proposition 2: Multiculturalism is not a goal o a stopping-off place;
like affirmative action, it is a strategy, not an end in itself. In the case
of both strategies, itis crucial to keep in mind what they can and cannot
do. They should not be attacked or blamed, as they often are, for what
they cannot and never undertook to do. Affirmative action cannot climi-
nate racism and sexism, and those who designed it never thought it
could. It was intended merely as an initiai mechanism for intervening
in situations understood to be distorted by racism and sexism. Yet affir-
mative action itself is often blamed for creating stigmas that should re-
ally be attributed to the persistence of racism and sexism themselves,
fts “failure” to eliminate these prejudices has been effectively used by
supporters of racial and gender inequality to divide and weaken groups
committed to opposing inequality.

So it has been with multiculturalism, which is criticized, for instance,
because it is compatible with a kind of uneritical pluralism, with a smor-
gasbord approach to culture, and with forms of consumerisin, Again,
such limitations have been used to divide groups committed to promot-
ing a democratic and heterogencous culture.

It is crucial to recognize these movements as strategies rather than
goals and to keep one’s eve on the prizes of equality, liberation, and so-
cial and cultural renewal. In the case of both affirmative action and
multiculturalism, it is the burden of their critics to propose something
bettoer,
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Proposition 3: Multiculturalism doesn’t have a referent. Precisely be-
cause it denotes a strategy, it is a highly contextualized term. What it
“means” in a given instance will depend entirely on the context—who
the participants are, what is at stake, and what is possible. Such factors
determine what constitutes a “multicultural” intervention in a given situ-
ation. If one recognizes the context-boundedness of multiculturalism and
its status as a strategy rather than anend goal, then one worries less about
compromised or co-opted gestures that seem designed to appease rather
than transform. The productive response to such gestures is not neces-
sarily to condemn or reject them as undesirable per se, but rather to dem-
onstrate their limitations and to push in every instance for additional
change. The fact of co-optation does not discredit the goals or trivialize
the stakes nor should it be allowed to.

A related but somewhat different point concerns what one might call
the horizontalness of political language in the electronic-media age. PPo-
litical terms tend not to retain specific empirical, ideological, or moral
referents, but rather to spread horizontally across the political and ideo-
logical spectrum, altering their meaning accordingly. Thus terms like
democracy, diversity, freedom, fairness, equality—and multiculturalism-—are
used across the entire ideological spectrum in public discourse. In part,
this horizontal spread is due to the Right's habit of appropriating trans-
formative or critical language as quickly as it enters public discourse. In
part, it is due to the fact that different sectors of the society are always
responding simultaneously, but differently, to changes in social condi-
tions. So, in response to, say, an increased Hispanic clientele, a super-
market owner might hire more bilingual clerks, move the salsa out of
the “international foods” section, stock new items like tomatillos and
plantains, or add cumbias to the muzak. Of course, one can easily argue
that such actions are not at all emancipatory but simply designed to in-
tegrate the new clientele further into consumer society, and that would
certainly be true. But what follows from such a conclusion? That the store
owner should be expected to resist the impulse to respond to changes
in the clientele or be condemned for doing s0? Would it not be absurd
to deny the obvious fact that the changes do make the store a more hos-
pitable place for the people who shop there? A more appropriate re-
sponse, T submit, might be to open a dialogue with the supermarket
owner and to ask for funds to support multicultural initiatives in the
cducation sphere on the grounds that there exists a shared understand-
ing of the changes taking place.

Proposition 4: Multiculturalism is not a substitute for, nor a guarantee
of, cconontic justice. Its goals, nonetheless, will always be compromised
by the absence of economic justice. Multiculturalism is most immediately
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about conzcronsness and instifutions. These are what is at stake in the
struggle, and these are the sites of intervention and renewal.
Multiculturalists ask, what kinds of institution: are we going to inhabit
in the future? How do we propose to represent ourselves to ourselves
and to the world? How fully enfranchised will the populace be with re-
spect to education, language, culture, and expression?

While multiculturalism will not directly bring about economic justice,
it brings awareness of the workings and histories of inequalities and
fosters more representative institutions through which to correct them.
Multiculturalists call for scholarship that clarifies the links between eco-
nomic injustice and cultural disenfranchisement, that brings the histo-
ries behind both to national consciousness, and that explores alternatives.

Proposition 5: Multiculturalism does not “Balkanize” —segregation
does. Multiculturalism seeks to multiply the number of socially defined
groups that have access to the society’s dialogues about itself and to place
those groups in dialogue with each other. Inevitably, the dialogue is ini-
tially anchored in the groups” differences from each other—but this does
not constitute Balkanization; in fact, it constitutes the opposite, for the
groups are in e same room and are talking and listening to each other.
The real Balkanization is what we had before—the legal and de facto
segregations around which this country’s institutions were built. Noth-
ing could be more Balkanized than American higher education in the
(920« or the 1950s. The momentum of multiculturalism is meant to
counter fragmentation produced by social disenfranchisement and seg-
regation.

The Colonized Imagination

I suggested that the breakup of cultural monoliths in the U.S. involves
two processes. First, there is the response to new realities such as the
communications revolution, the so-called immigrant implosion of the
Third World onto the First, the globalization of markets, and the suc-
cesstul demands by women and people of color that their differences be
decoupled from legacies of subordination and recognized as the basis
for their belonging. Second, people in the ULS. (and in many other coun-
tries) are coming to grips with old realities that have been elided from
official history.

Itis on this latter process that Fwant to focus for the moment. I'm going,
to give it a name that mav surprise some readers: decolonzation. When
the debates over Western culture broke out in the US, a few vears ago,
I found myeelt reminded over and over of my vears growing up in
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English Canada in the 19505, when pictures of the Queen of England gov-
erned every home, courtroom, hockey arena and curling rink and re-
ceived our morning pledges of allegiance in the classroom; where culture,
history, art, reality itself lived somewhere else—not where we were, but
on the other side of the ocean, where Britain ruled. These, 1 later real-
ized, were the workings of the colonized imagination. Now, the United
States is a world imperial power, and it is admittedly difficult to think
of it as having a colonized imagination. But I am convineed that, in the
domain of culture and national understanding, it does.

When it comes to culture, Europe has continued to possess the Ameri-
can, especially the Euramerican, imagination, to beits point of reference,
regardless of the realities that surround us here. So it was in the 19205
that American universities debated intensely whether American litera-
ture should be taught there. So it was in the 1980s, at many American
colleges, that the book lists adopted as representing the cultural heritage
of American students included no Americans! These are symptoms, 1
would argue, of a much more general state of mind. Even when they
know almost nothing about Furopean high culture, as cultural subjects, 1
suggest, Americans remain to a significant degree colonial subjects for
whom reality and value live somewhere else. They are <o constituted
by the national institutions of knowledge and culture, official and oth-
erwise. Euramericans tend to experience this phenomenon, as ever in
neocolonial conteats, as a’ienation, passivity, and a sense of disenfran-
chisement. Asked to define or describe their culture, for example, white
Amecrican students often react with pain and anger, for they tend to know
themselves as people without culture. They tend to envy and resent “eth-
nic” students who know themselves deeply as cultural beings, because
in the absence of political and economic power, culture and community
have been the sustenance of life for them. In U.S. ethnic communities,
culture often plays the role it plavs in anticolonial struggles—as a site
and source of resistance to domination. This is very different from the
sense of self-alienation and disenfranchisement which characterizes the
cultural self-consciousness of many Euramericans and which readily
lcads people to use white privilege to ridicule culture and those who
“have” it. Much of this, L suggest, is the legacy of European colonialism
from which this country has still to emancipate itself. Ina recent article
exploring the term postu»lonml cultural critic Anne McClintock simi-
larly argues that the U.S. belongs to the group of what she calls
“breakaway settler colonies” which “have not undergone
decolonization” (“Angel of Progress” 92), Is it the colonized imagination
that makes the soil here so fertile for the growth of a passive culture ot
consumption, spectatorship, and simulation? In the public polemics
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about canons and book lists, it is the colonized imagination that speaks
when numerous writers, even distinguished intellectuals like C. Vann
Woodward, denounce books they have never read, writers whose names
they have never seen, simply because they are not European. ltis, at least
in part, the colonized imagination that sends intellectuals from the
Americas to Europe for theories of society—even theories about America,
like those of Eco, Baudrillard, Todorov—or for terms like “Balkanization”
in which to mirror ourselves.

European cultural critics have created a tradition of talking about the
sense of unreality they encounter in the United States, about the mania
here for creating simulations, replicas, and artificial worlds like
Disnevland or Heritage USA. (Eco wrote up his pilgrimage, document-
ing all the replicas of the “Last Supper” between San Francisco and Los
Angeles [see Travels].) What is this mania for simulation which the Eu-
ropeans do not seem to understand (they tend to conclude Americans
cannot distinguish between fiction and reality because they have no his-
torv)? Perhaps it’s what vou get when you combine a technological su-
perpower with a colonized imagination that experiences “real” cultural
agency as being “somewhere else.” Though this view runs counter to
perceptions of the U.S. as the ultimate glokal cultural imperialist, the two
facts are not at all incompatible.

What current educational reform movements are engaged in can be
understood, in part, as a process of decolonization of culture and the na-
tional imagination. This involves recognizing the unique historical and
cultural experience of the United States and the Americas and the claim-
ing of that experience in all its specificity and complexity. It involves not
erasing the European legacy (though that is the thing multiculturalists
are most often accused of), but situating that legacy within the history of
life and society on this side of the Atlantic, being accountable to that
history from within.

What is to be gained from such a decolonization? The prospect of
society here knowing its reality more fully, judging itself more wisely.
[t points to the possibility of a society more fully grounded in its own real-
ity and history. This is the part 1 bring up most often when people ask me
what is in all of this for the white middle class. An extraordinary cul-
tural renewal, I sav, an enrichment and an emancipation—emancipation,
tor instance, from the sense of being at the mercy of consumption and
spectatorship; the possibility of a cultural subject that is more than a
consumer. An emancipated imagination is a rich and powerful thing,
Colonizers know this well, which is why colonialism tries to deprive the

colonized of independent access to cultural institutions, particularly to
the means of representing themeselves to themselves,
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Daring to Dream: Re-Visioning Culture and Citizenship
The (U.S. in the) Americas

Earlier on 1 spoke about the fact that bilingualism, intercultural relations,
radical social heterogeneity and discontinuity are old realities in the
Americas, though not always part of official histories and national my-
thologies. This final point is about “the Americas” in the hemispheric
sense. Of all the possibilities for cultural renewal offered by the current
movements toward cultural enfranchisement, the one that strikes me as
most promising is the possibility that the United States will reimagine
and resituate itself in the Americas—that it will rewrite its history and
rework its self-understanding so as to recover the specificity and unique-
ness of the experience of this hemisphere. (Uniqueness and specificity
are not simple, celebratory terms here: the experience to be recovered
has horrendous dimensions which multiculturalists are always being
attacked for bringing up.) The unique, specific experience of this hemi-
sphere includes the history of the huge range of indigenous societies,
both before and since contact with Europe; the European invasion and
conquest and the establishment of white settler colonialism; the elabo-
ration of African-based cultures out of massive forced emigration and
slavery. European intellectual history, often accepted as the source of
American social understanding, has an extraordinarily limited capacity
to characterize the realities of the Americas, for its anchor points are in
the history of European soctety. European theory is not going to tell us
about colonialism, neocolonialism, dependency, and decolonization from
the receiving end. (For that we must look to Latin American and Carib-
bean thought.) European social theory only peripherally knows or even
cares about such questions as the structure of settler societies, the inter-
actions between Christianity and indigenous religions, the plantation as
asocial order, the structure of intercultural relations on the frontier, in-
stitutional racism or the ways in which imperialism interacted with re-
ligion and patriarchy, the role land plavs in the frontier imagination and
in the consciousness of long-term subsistance societies. Yet these are
matters of central concern to social understanding in the Americas.

As the examples suggest, the reidentification with the Americas which
I am describing is part of what I referred to earlier as the decolonization
of conscionsness. As most Americanists (in the hemispheric sense) are
aware, it is not a question of setting such a process in motion: it is in
motion and has been for some time, accelerated by the social movements
of the 1960s and foregrounded by the recent 1992 quincentennial. Within
the United States, significant and otten brilliant scholarship has sought
to decenter the Euro-centered narrative ot Western expansion as the
backbone of natienal history and to view things from an intellectual
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center of gravity here. As U.S. multiculturalists know, the body of Ca-
nadian thought on these issues is much larger and more sophisticated
than what has emerged in the U.S,, partly because Canada has been deal-
ing openly with these issues for a longer time and partly because Canada
has staked its very constitutional viability on the possibility of a diverse
and discontinuous conception of the nation-state. But 1 propose to end
by looking southward and offering, in list fashion, a few examples of
terms and concepts from Latin American and Caribbean intellectual dia-
logues on the social and cultural peculiarities of the Americas. See if you
don't think there are inter-American conversations to be held on the
subject of culture and American self-understanding.

(1) Criollo is the term in Spanish for a Euramerican. While this category
has never functioned in U.S. social thought, it has been a basic term in
Latin American vocabulary since colonial times, when it was used to
distinguish people of European descent who were born in the Americas
from those who were born in Europe and who, under Spanish colonial-
ism, were given the positions of greatest power and privilege. The cat-
egory has always functioned to distinguish the Euramericans from
Europeans, especially in regard to their relationship to Europe. Equally
important, it has functioned to distinguish Euramericans who, follow-
ing independence, formed the elites of most countries, from indigenous,
mestizo, and African-descended populations.

It can be enlightening to think of the United States as a multiethnic
country ruled by a crioflo elite, with significant indigenous, mestizo (os-
pecially in the West and Southwest), and African-descended populations.
The term criollois especially helpful in characterizing the dependent rela-
tions the Euramerican elites have maintained with Europe. In the
multiethnic, heterogeneous social orders of the Americas, the European
reterent, however alicnated it mayv be from the lived American reality,
becomes the chicf guarantor of criollo identity and the chief means of
legitimating their privilege over others fo themselees. The term thus names
the alienated basis for white supremacy in the societios of the Americas.

(2) Creole, the English transtation of criollo, is a broader term that de-
notes anvthing born in the Americas out ot its intersecting cultural heri-
tages. Creole refers specifically to the unigueness of American-generated
phcnumcna, whether language, music, race, culture, or dress, to their
difterence from European or Atrican or Asian or Amerindian “originals.”
Creole, in a way, denotes the upstart, the unauthentic, mined-around
thing, that generates its own authenticity, often by being rooted in a
particular, very local place: Jamaica, Trinidad, Antigua, and so on. In
linguistics, creole is the name given to languages that began as pidgine—
hybrid, simplitied languages invented to enable communication
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between historically discontinuous groups (like European slave traders
in West Africa, or U.S. soldiers in Vietnam). When such languages de-
velop into the full-fledged native language of a group, they are called
creoles, The term thus embodies the improvised, transcultural character
that many see as a central fact of culture and society in the Americas since
contact with Europe and Africa.

American vernacular culture is often fruitfully analyzed as creole or
creolized in this way. The term has the potential to go beyond the nar-
rowness and alienation of hyphenated ethnic terminologies toward self-
conceptions rooted in American reality.

(3) Transculturation is a term originally coined in the 1940s by the
Cuban sociologist Fernando Ortiz, as he studied the workings of Afro-
Cuban society and its development in the tobacco and sugar economies
of the Caribbean. Anthropology had used the concept of acculturation
to describe the ways subordinated groups absorbed materials from domi-
nant cultures, but Ortiz found this term inadequate to depict the dvnam-
ics of Afro-Cuban culture which he observed. The traditional assumption
was that, in situations of contact between dominant and subordinate or
metropolitan and peripheral cultures, the subordinate or peripheral cul-
ture necessarily acculturates to the dominant or metropolitan culture,
gradually abandoning its own practices and traditions. The assumption
was that (a) culture tends to be a finite space in which new things must
necessarily displace old things and (b) subordinate and marginal peoples
absorb metropolitan or dominant cultures by something akin to osmo-
ois, exercising no choice or agency in the matter. Ortiz’s argument, later
developed by the Uruguavan literary scholar Angel Rama, was that, in
fact, subordinate groups are anything but inert when it comes to deter-
minant relations with dominant and metropolitan cultures. Evenin situ-
ations of extraordinarily unequal power, they argue, subordinate groups
are highlv selective and neentiee inabsorbing materials from the metropo-
lis, and they develop many wavs of maintaining cultural integrity. When
processes of selection and invention are factored into the picture, what
once appeared as a simplistic dvnamic of acculturation is better charac-
terized as a dvnamic of fransculturation. (Fhe absorption of Christian
clements into preconguest religions, traditionally called syncretisn, is
perhaps the best known example of such selection and invention. The
elective tendeney o Latin American intellectuals to absorb resistant and
critical currents ot European thought, such as Marvism and radical Chris-
tianity, 1s another.)

Transculturation is a vital concept tor characterizing the dvnamics ot
culture in the Americas trom a vantage point anchored in the Americas
rather than in Furope. It forces into motion static pluralist paradigms
that multiculturalists often tind so confining,
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(4) Heterogeneity is a term introduced by the Peruvian scholar Anto-
nio Cornejo Polar to describe society and culture in the Andean coun-
tries, where Euramerican (criollo) minorities cohabit national territory
with large indigenous populations whose language and traditions are
Andean and large mestizo populations whose life ways draw on both.
In contrast to the terms “difference” and “diversity” used in European
and North American discussions, Cornejo Polar uses the concept of “het-
crogeneity” and cultiras heterogeneas (“heterogeneous cultures”) to name
the conditions of drastic discontinuity and incommensurability that char-
acterize societies where colonial invasion has brought together peoples
with entirely separate histories, such as the Spanish and the Andeans.
When one side does not eliminate the other, such societies articulate
themselves in states of intractable conflict and profound incomprehen-
sion. The idea of a social svnthesis or community is not an option, nor is
the idea of a single national form of expression or representation that
will speak to/for all. There is no shared discourse or concept of mem-
bership, no shared symbols, not even any stable meanings, for the
signifiers constructed by one side will be transculturted and redefined
by the other. More than a case of the proverbial slipperiness of signifiers,
it is a case of profound semantic disjuncture. Such situations appear
extreme from the perspective of a normative model of social homoge-
neity, but, as Cornejo Polar argues, they are normal conditions of exist-
ence and social structure in the Americas, and we can’tintervene in them
wisely until we have adequate theories of them.

Ina way, Cornejo Polar’s use of the term heterogeneity can be thought
of as radicalizing (though not in the political sense) the more descrip-
tive European-based vocabulary of difference, différance, heteroglossia,
and polvphony so that it can express the physical and epistemological
violence that follows on the shock of contact and invasion. There are
many arcas of the United States where the model of the culturas
heterogeneas would help us recover the specific ways the history of colo-
nial contact continues to determine reality,

lintroduce these four concepts, crioflo, creole, transculturation, and het-
eravencity, along with the term decolonization, to encourage consideration
of what it might mean for U.S. Americans to work out theories of soci-
ety and culture which take American historical experience as the norm.
Such theorizing would be grounded in an open encounter with Ameri-
can realities and anchored in the shared experience of this hemisphere,
an experience that both divides us irrevocably trom Europe and binds
us historically to kurope (as well as to the rest ot the world).
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A few vears ago, my son’s fourth-grade class was given a copy of a
letter Chief Seattle wrote to the president of the United States toward
the end of the last century, protesting the violation of land agreements
by white settlers. The settlers argued back that they needed the land to
survive. The fourth graders were asked, of all things, to think about it
and write up what they thought would be a fair solution. My son, a skep-
tic when it came to schoolwork, closed his door and, astonishingly, be-
gan to write. Pages flew, covering the floor. He emerged with a
two-sentence paragraph that said something like, “There is no fair way
to solve this problem, The Europeans must return to Europe and the
Native Americans must agree to stay in America.” I told him 1 thought
he had probably reconstructed Chief Seattle’s own conclusion. But what
was to be Manuel’s solution, as a Chicano-Jewish-Anglo-Canadian-Cali-
fornia kid? How was he to situate himself with respect to that manichean
historv? There was no language for it in his classroom, no language bet-
ter than that which Chief Seattle was able to lay his hands on overa cen-
tury ago as he sought to negotiate with the conqueror in the conqueror’s
language. We can do better than this, [ thought—and for Manuel’s sake,
we have to.

While the wholesale re-envisioning of society remains incomplete, few
of us have any trouble envisioning the work that awaits us as scholars
and cducators. The picture is daunting and exciting. It is not necessary
to dream to encounter scholars and teachers excited by new possibili-
ties for understanding, driven by curiosity, cager to read the Tost texts
and the new ones, cager to branch out of their specializations and to
devise torms of collaborative work that are accountable to heterogene-
ity and multiplicity. One need not dream to find teachers exploring new
pedagogies for multiethnic classrooms, pedagogies where the teacher’s
role cannot be to unify the world or create homogencously shared un-
derstandings. Everywhere, teachers are working to develop forms of
classroom leadership that will shape, but not control, the development
of understanding and foster in students a sense of excitement over the
responsibility of creating a new vision of one’s society. One still does have
to dream, however, to encounter two elements still largely lacking at
present. The first of these is translators, who are needed in the dozens
to make the knowledge and insights from each part of the world avail-
able to others. Respect for the work of translation has not yet caught up
in the U.S. with the vital need for it. One can only hope it will. The sec-
ond element that still has to be dreamed could be called a science of cul-
tural mediation, by which T mean a disciplined inquiry into the means
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by which intercultural understanding and communication are con-
structed and sustained. 1 believe it will not be long before such an in-
quiry consolidates itself. There is work to be done, lots of it. We know
something about what it is and how to do it. The thing now is to get on
with it.
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2 What We Talk about When
We Talk about Politics

John Warnock
University of Arizona

In public discourse in the United States, we are schooled, assiduously,
in how to keep “politics” out of the conversation, even in situations
where politics is obviously the order of the day. 1f “politics” is mentioned
at all in the pronouncements of our legislators, it is likely to be demon-
ized. Recalcitrant compatriots are accused of engaging in “partisan”
politics, as if there were some other kind. Our legislators may from time
to time agree with cach other, but events of the last ten vears have made
it clear, if it wasn’t clear before, that many Americans outside the corri-
dors of power can take little comfort from that fact.

There is one place, we are invited to believe, that ought alwayvs to be
especially free of demon politics, a place where we are led to expect in-
struction, not rhetoric; “the transfer of knowledge,” not “indoctrination”;
general truths, not special pleading. That place is the classroom.

Certainly, we were invited to think of the classroom in this way by
the former chair of the National Endowment for the Humanities, Lynne
Chenev. Again and again, in her specches and publications, she in-
veighed against “politics” in the classroom.

The proposition has an a priori appeal. For one thing, allowing poli-
tics into the classroom offends our peculiarly American (we may like to
think) sense of fair plav:itisn’t fair that students, who are subject to their
professors, should have to profess their professor’s particular political
beliefs to “get along.” Tt isn't fair, cither, that professors should be able
to subvert the political commitments of taxpavers when the taxpavers
are paving the bills, “The tavpaver” is, of course, a mythical creature.
Evervone pavs taxes, but not everyone has the same politics, and it may
oceur to us that we need to ask which taxpavers are having their values
subverted. Again, the pointis rarely raised when it is being claimed that
“the taxpayer” has been aggrieved.
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If “politics in the classroom” means teachers and professors demand-
ing from their students avowals of particular political commitments as
a condition of getting good grades, not many would defend it. In this
scenario, a particular set of political commitments is promoted by force,
or by a merely hortatory project. The politics are given, part of an
“agenda,” and the teacher’s goal is simply to manipulate others into
accepting those beliefs. The distaste that attaches to this kind of politics,
in or out of the classroom, is the same distaste that attaches to “rheto-
ric,” as the term is commonly employed in contemporary public dis-
course. “Politics,” like “rhetoric,” is here something you can be accused
of.

But whatif “politics in the classroom” means teachers and professors
considering with their students the causes and consequences of inequali-
ties of power in cultures past and present and the means by which those
inequalities may be maintained and challenged? If that is what we mean
by “politics,” the motive for the argument against politics in the class-
room has changed radically. We oppose or support the first kind of poli-
tics in the classroom because we believe that it unfairly promotes the
interests of the powerful. But we will support or oppose the second kind
of politics in the classroom for just the opposite reason—because we think
it mav help us see how to promote the interests of the powerless.

The ex-chair’s consistent failure to recognize this equivocation in the
word “politics” leaves us to wonder if she wasn’t hoping that her audi-
ences might miss the equivocation so that the distaste some of us might
teel tor the first kind of politics in the classroom might attach itself to
the second, and very different, kind. If people insist, as the ex-chair did,
that education should be free of “politics,” and if they fail, as the ex-chair
did, to sav what they mean by the term, it seems entirely possible that
they are trving not to free education from politics but to disable any criti-
cism of their educational proposals themselves as an exercise of power.

Escape from “Agenda”: The Move to Knowledge

'he ex-chair was certainly correct in assuming that, in the United States,

many of us believe that a teacher’s particular political loyaities and be-

liefs should not be improsed in a classroom upon those who are subject to
the superior power of the teacher. We are likely to believe this about the
imposition of the teacher’s “politics” even if we understand that students
are imposed upon, and in many theories of education, should be imposed
upon, in myriad wavs, “Polities,” we think, is a special case. People
should be allowed to choose their “politics” freely, Education should




What We Talk abowt When We Talk about Dolitics 23

"

educate, we say, not “indoctrinate,” though upon reflection we may
decide that we need to make certain exceptions to that principle.

As a teacher of literature and writing of twenty-five vears’ experi-
ence—often with students who, left to their own devices, would not have
chosen to be in the particular class I was teaching—the idea that a pro-
fessor might “impose” a set of political loyalties and beliets on students
strikes me as comical. I would guess that many of the parents who are
concerned about such teacherly impositions are all too aware of how
unsuccessful they themselves have been in imposing their own values
on their own children. You have to wonder why they think professors—
particularly English professors—would be more successful than they
have been.

On the other hand, it is important not to overstate the independence
of students or the powerlessness of professors and teachers. Students’
powers of resistance to the blandishments of “others” are constrained
in many ways, not least by the fact that, if they are adolescents, they are
struggling to construct identities thev can live with as adults. Further-
more, while teachers and professors may be characterized as ineffectual
inany “real” world, their powers are considerable vis-a-vis the students.
These powers are hardly absolute, and they may not be very strong at
all relative to the powers of, say, advertising. But thev are not insignifi-
cant. We who are professors and teachers might like to think our pow-
ers come from what we know, and this may, to some extent, be so. But
surely the knowledge we may have “banked” must finally be seen as a
good deal less significant as a source of power than our institutional
standing. We can be silly and ignorant, vet still be accorded a great deal
of power as long as we continue to be embraced by one of the established
educational institutions. Teachers or professors who thin' their power
comes from what they know can alwavs test this proposition by quit-
ting their jobs and hanging out a shingle.

In any case, very few of the professors and teachers T know want to
impose their “politics” on their students—not all, but most would be
horrified to think that that was what they were doing. This scruple may
be taken as laudable (by liberals), or as lamentable (by critical commen-
tators who see this attitude as a feature of complicity with the reigning
order). In any case, professors who set about consciously to impo-se their
politics on their students are far rarer than the coverage accorded to com-
plaints from the right might lead us to believe.

The classic strategy emploved by educators who wish not to impose
their politics is the move to “knowledge.” “Knowledge,” posited as the
foundation ot thc educational enterprise, erases “politics” of the sort that
presupposes an “agenda.”
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A classic instance of the use of this strategy is found in the proposals
of E. D. Hirsch concerning “cultural literacy,” proposals eagerly ern-
braced by the ex-chair, and also by the Exxon Foundation, which funded
Hirsch’s Foundation for Cultural Literacy. Professor Hirsch proposed
that teachers should teach the “contents” of “cultural literacy.” These
“contents” could be established “scientifically”—that is, apolitically—
by running surveys to find out “what literate Americans know” (see
Cultural Literacy).

Hirsch did acknowledge that while the project of ascertaining the
contents of cultural literacy might be scieniific, the undertaking, to teach

those contents was “political,” in that it amounted to an undertaking to .

preserve “the nation.” “The nation” had not just a different future, but
no future, he implied, if these “contents” were not taught. To this con-
servative political agenda, Hirsch added a liberal one by asserting that
children deprived of an education in cultural literacy would also be de-
prived of any prospect of making it in the modern industrial world.

Colonizers have always found a way to convince themselves that they
were doing their subjects good.

As Hirsch sets up the matter, the only obstacle to “effective commu-
nication” with the reigning order is this lack of common knowledge.
Eliminating educational inequality is thus made into a merely technical
problem-—one that teachers and students can be blamed for not solving—
once the “contents of cultural literacy” are known. Utterly absent from
Hirsch’s considerations are such matters as the “savage inequalities” in
school funding documented by Jonathan Kozol, and the possibility they
raise that educational inequality is neither an accident nor the product
of a poor curriculum, so much as it is the product of a system that pro-
duces and maintains that inequality (see Savage Inequalities).

Professor Hirsch was often accused, wrongly, of arguing that we
should teach the “canon.” Actually, he was promoting, as he often pro-
tested, something much more like a vocabulary list. This seemed to those
of us who were concerned about the politics of Hirsch’s propuosals to be
anything but consoling. We might at least hope that literary works would
contribute to their readers” liberatory political educations despite how
they were taught (as Shakespeare’s writing did in Huxley’s Brave New
World); vocabulary lists have a0 such built-in resistance to the suppres-
sion of politics. Once we accept Hirsch’s vocabulary list in the terms in
which it is offered—as the scientifically established knowledge that is
necessary to anyone who would communicate effectively with “literate
culture” —all we have left to do is update these “contents” in minor re-
spects from time to time and to look for “effective” teaching methods.
We don’t have to trouble our little heads about politics at all.

e N
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To propose to establish a curriculum for cultural literacy in a way that
is “scientific” will be seen as reassuring if the alternative to “scientific”
is taken to be “arbitrary” or “by fiat.” But it is not so reassuring if we see
the promise of a “scientific” approach as a way of suppressing the ines-
capable political dimensions of such a project and a refusal to accept the
task of working out, and with, those politics.

When we object to the mystifving way in which Hirsch proposes to
establish a curriculurm for “cultural literacy” and the mystified status he
gives such “knowledge,” we need not also to be understood as object-
ing to any such curriculum at the national or the local level. If an effort
to establish a curriculum for cultural literacy were made part of an in-
quiry into relations between knowers and what they know, teachers and
students, teachers and their sponsoring institutions, the sponsoring in-
stitutions and other cultural institutions, and if it were understood that
these relations necessarily involve domination, appropriation, resistance,
and what Mary Louise Pratt calls “transculturation” (see huperial Eyes),
then this proposed national curriculum for cultural literacy might
amount to something other than just another colonial project.

Curricularizing Politics: The Move to Theory

Another strategy for curricularizing politics—but one that is not nearly
<0 safe as the move to knowledge—is the move to theory. “Theory” can
have many mearings, and one of them is very much like the meaning
of “knowledge,” as when we speak of a theory that has been “validated,”
which we tay then go on simply to “apply.” Sometimes “theory” has a
much more contingent quality than does “knowledge.” A “theory” isa
way of wecing, not the way, and this implies other ways of seeing, which
may be not only possible but preferable, depending on the situation in
which we find ourselves.

Fundanentalist thinkers will sometimes consider that they have
scored a point by characterizing some set of proposals—those in the
theory of evolution, for example—as “only” theory. They are, of course,
presupposing an accessible realm of propositions thatare not “theorized”
but “known,” by faith, perhaps, or, if one is a certain kind of hardheaded
realint, by empirical observation. The “theorist” does not operate in this
realm.

When we propose to deal with theory, then, we place ourselves in a
realm that niay be luss safe from politics than are the realms of “knowl-
edge.” A theory may be discussed in away that puts at issue more than
what is and isn’t part of the “contents” of “cultural literacy” and how
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we may “transfer” them. From this point of view, we can understand
why the ex-chair and others like her in education have consistently done
what they could to demonize “theory.”

Gerald Graff, on the other hand, has proposed that we accept the con-
tingency of “theory” in “English” and make a virtue of it. Graff recog-
nized that a number of different théories—some quite incompatible with
each other—are at work in contemporary academic English departments
(see Beyond the Culture Wars). Over the years, though, he claimed, we in
“English” have hidden our professional disputes from our studentsin a
curriculum that is based upon the principle of “coverage,” even though
it offers courses that differ not only in content, but in what is presup-
posed about the nature of “English.” We know about these differences,
but we make no effort to come to terms with them in the curriculum.
Our differences with each other, said Graff, in what seems to me a very
happy analogy, have been like those family secrets parents keep from
the children, or think they do. We could revitalize English studies, he
claimed, if we acknowledged these differences forthrightly and brought
them into the curriculum, perhaps by making our classes look more like
our conferences. In short, he says, we should “teach the conflicts.”

Graft’s proposals are obviously not as containable as Hirsch's. They
acknowledge conflict and thus open up the possibility of political aware-
ness, If we ask “Whose conflicts?” Graff's answer is clear: the conflicts
are those that may be located in the arguments of professionals in En-
glish studies. Well, the arguments of some professionals in English stud-
ies. Certainly not the arguments of teachers of English in the schools,
where the disputes that exercise academics can seem more than a little
strange. But not even of all academic professors of English, many of
whom have little time for the conflicts that Graff and others in the acad-
emy (including me) think are so interesting and significant.

For our present purposes, the question of “Whose conflicts?” is of less
import, however, than questions that might be raised about the words
“teach” and “the” in the formula, The “the” implies that what we will
be dealing with here is an objectifiable subject matter. Consider the dit
ference if the formula were “teach conflicts.” Further, the word “teach”
suggests a relationship to this subject matter and to students that sim-
plv repreduces standard assumptions about the “natural” relations of
professors, students, and subject matter that themselves should be ques-
tioned. Consider the difference if the formula were, sav, “locate” or “en-
act” or “embody” contlicts.

Graff's proposals are not as safe from politics as Hirsch's, but in their
apparent satisfaction with locating the contlicts that we are to address—
in what certain academic professionals in certain situations concern
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themselves with in their conversations with each other—they may be
safer than some of us might wish.

Today, the word “theory” is often found i company with the adjec-
tive “critical,” as in the title of this book. The adjective “critical” bespeaks
among other things an aspiration to make theory active, not merely the
kind of thing that might be “learned.” Critical theory thus has an essen-
tial relation to practice, but not one in which it is merely “applied.” Its
role is to help us reflect upon practice—"cultural” practice, typically, as
manifested in everything from material culture, to advertising, to the
media, to the products of “high” culture. It aspires to help us discern
agendas in these cultural practices—typically the agendas of racism,
sexism, and classism—and thus it offers itself as a way of doing politics
in educational settings that is not itself a mere matter of promoting an
agenda, which professional educators—and not just critics of educa-
tion—tend to consider unprofessional. As such, critical theory may also
offer a kind of consolation to those educators who, while they don’t want
to promote an agenda, also do not want to serve passively as agents for
the reigning order.

Though critical theory is usually seen as something new, its educa-
tional goal has a long and respectable tradition: Aristotle urged the study
of rhetoric for most people as a way of enabling them to resist the rheto-
ricians.

Students, as well as professional educators, can become very excited
by this kind of study and exhibit a growing sense of their power to re-
sist sexism, racism, and classism in the myriad forms in which they are
incorporated into our cultural practice. But for those who wish to find a
way to “do” politics in educational settings without descending to the
mere promotion of particular political agendas, it seems apparent to me
that critical theory will not provide the answer. To begin with, the prac-
tices of those authors who establish reputations as critical theorists al-
most always participate in two biases built into our sense of what itis to
do good academic work: the bias against practice and the bias against
the local. It is telling that while critical theorists analyze and interpret
practice, they describe themselves as critical Hicorists, not as practitio-
ners. They write and teach with the goal of “understanding” certain prac-
tices, not with the goal of changing practice, their own or that of others,
except insofar as an understanding of the agendas ot the cultural prac-
tices under scrutiny—which usually are neither personal nor local—it-
self changes practice. Further, although the practices they study are not
always those of elite culture, thev tend to be located at some distance
from their own practice and their own situations.
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I have seen brilliant critical theorists utterly baffled at questions about
how thev reflect their critical theory in their teaching. Usually, the prob-
lem seems to be not that the brilliant critical theorist feels that this is a
hard question to answer, but rather that the question seems to be one of
stunning irrelevance, as if one were to ask Tolstoy how he reflected the
values of his novels in his relations with his wife.

In academic literary study, we tend to enforce the view that ethics is
irrelevant to and less important than poetics, and, by analogy, that prac-
tice is of less importance than theorv. We do this not by accident but
because our standards of professionalism require it. In the schools, this
disjunction is also enforced, but in the schools the emphasis tends to be
on a sort of denatured ethics—"interpersonal skills”—rather than on
poetics. In both situations, this disjunction can lead us into embarrass-
ing situations which, like the brilliant critical theorist, we may or may
not notice as embarrassing,.

On a brief visit to Piaget’s Rousseau Institute in 1977, 1 read an edito-
rial in the student newspaper that asked how the professors reconciled
what thev were teaching about development (that children learn to be
intelligent by acting intelligently, perhaps) with the fact that these les-
sons were being delivered in lectures to hundreds of note-taking students
in huge halls.

The point here is not to lodge an accusation of hypocrisy, with an
adjuration implied that what we need to do is to get our theory and our
practice into line. When practice is brought into line with theory, the
result can be inane, as when the student writes the essay according to
the formula for the five-paragraph theme, or comical, as when Malvolio
dresses the way he thinks a lover is supposed to dress. [t can also be
horrific, as when Pol Pot displaces and kills millions of people in Cam-
bodia to enforce his vision of the way things ought to be.

When it comes to theory, including critical theory, it is crucial to keep
in mind the caveat memorably expressed by Kenneth Burke:

Even if any given terminology is a reflection of reality, by its very

nature as a terminology it must be a selection of roalllv, and to this
extent it must function as a deflection of reality. (45)

In academic theorizing, our strength is our weakness. We are smart;
we can “understand” this stuff; we can use it to “bring out” what is not
obvious to others. Unfortunately, we sometimes write as if we believe
that our theories are to be understood entirely as reflections of the real-
ity we are dealing with, and not also as selections and detlections of it.
This failing is characteristic of us in the academy, not just of those be-
nighted souls who may not have developed to the point of being able to
understand their theories as theories. In the academy, the failing arises

4’/
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not out of simplemindedness, butout of a susceptibility to the “poctics”
of theory (in Burke's sense; see Burke 25-43). We in the academy are
permitted and in some respects obligated to live and work in a domain
where we are, in fact, insulated from much of what “ordinary” people
have to deal with, especially if we are the sort of people who involve
ourselves in the conflicts Graff and other important critical theorists are
interested in. Qur susceptibility to the poetics of theory—which in an-
other light might be called a weakness for totality—is something we
academics are supposed to have. [tis a quality that can make us useful to
parties who may stand to benefit from our actions, irrelevant outside our
specialized contexts, and dangerous when we get to be in a position to
enforce our theories broadly.

Politics (Weak Sense) and Politics (Strong Sense)

It scems to me that we can protect ourselves to some extent against the
lure of poetics in our critical theory by understanding that the politics
that critical theory will be able to comprehend is politics i the weak
sense, by which [ mean those politics that we are able to “know,” not
necessarily as “knowledge” or “final truth,” but as a matter of conscious
awareness.

Politics (weak sense) is something that it might at least be possible to

keep out of a classroom, or at least out of the topics of explicit conversa-
tion in the classroom. We might at different times decide that it is also
desirable to keep it out of the classroom, perhaps because it might place
our students at special risk, or because we happen to be teaching a course
in calculus. At other times, we might decide that it is important to intro-
duce politics (weak sense) into a classroom where it is not “expected,”
even a classroom in calculus, just as Paolo Freire decided it was impor-
tant to introduce this kind of politics as part of his effort to “alphabet-
ize” Brazilian peasants.

Politics (strong sense), however, is the politics that works through us
inour actions, whether we are aware of this work or not, and in ways of
which we can be aware only partially and belatedly.

This is the politics that works in our selections and deflections, not
just our reflections, not just in virtue of who we know ourselves to be
but who we wish we were or who we are afraid we might be; not just in
virtue of what we know, but in what we know that isn’t so, what we
wish were the case, what we wish not to know, what we consider not
worth knowing. Politics (strong sense) is always already with us in our
human relations, whether we think of these relations as with others or
ourselves. Our relations with our students can’t not be affected by our
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politics (strong sense). We cannot keep them out of the classroom since
they are part of what brings us, our students, the classroom itself into
being.

It might seem that the politics 1 have designated here as “weak”
should be considered “strong” (because “known”) and vice versa. Cer-
tainly, those of us who see the highest human achievement as knowl-
edge would tend to reverse the terms. But [ wish to make the point that
the politics of which we are conscious must be but an instance of the
politics which we enact at all levels, conscious and other than conscious.

When it comes to knowing our politics (strong sense), we encounter a
conundrum that has been recognized with respect to knowing our own
culture. We must know our culture, in one sense, or it wouldn’t be ours,
but in another sense, we cannot know it since it is the very svstem of
significance by which we know. It is not a difficult matter to “criticize”
the “factual” statement that “Columbus discovered America in 1492.”
If we were paying attention at all during the quincentenary, we learned
to question the word “discovered” (since human beings were already
here), and it may even have occurred to us to question the idea that “Co-
lumbus” did the discovering when it was probably a crew member who
first saw the "new” land, and because we have learned to question the
attribution of such feats to one person, since projects like that explor-
atory journey are inconceivable without the work of many hands and
the coalescence of many historical and social factors. We mav even have
gone so far as to question the notion that the event happened in 1492,
since we have learned that even the calendar is not politically innocent.
It wouldn't be 1492 if the Mongols had conquered Europe, as they very
nearly did.

But having developed these political criticisms of what we might once
have taken to be o innocent claim, where are we? What do we replace
that claim with? 1 invite readers to trv out different sentences. 1 think
the undertaking will demonstrate that while we can think about our cul-
ture, we mast also think Hirougl it, and that in this thinking we will never
be entirelv outside of it.

Considerations like these reflect only part of the challenge of coming
to terms with politics (strong sense). The challenge less often acknowl-
edged (perhaps because it might remind us of certain scandals in our
professional conduct) is the challenge adumbrated in the discrepancy
between our theory and vur practice, or, if vou like, between what we
preach and what we practice. Unfortunatclv, as argued above, the scan-
dals are not to be addressed merely by forcing our practice into line with
our theory. Forcing practice into line with theory is the aspiration of one
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who would totalize a politics (weak sense), not the aspiration of one who
would wrestle with the angel of politics (strong sense).

If we wish to make our classrooms a place for such wrestling, we can
begin by turning around the standard relation between theory and prac-
tice, to hold that practice (or, if you like, “action”), not theory, is the larger
notion, that while theory and knowledge can help us criticize and de-
velop practice, they must always be criticized finally in terms of prac-
tice.

It is important to remember here that what we are calling “practice”
is something that is, by definition, not entirely “known” to us. We are
recognizing that when we “act,” we do so without knowing entirely why,
or wherefore, or what the outcomes will be. This is the stuff of comedy,
and of tragedy, and of much that does not attain to either of these dis-
tinctions.

We may then want to see questions of pedagogy as questions of prac-
tice (or action) and not, as they may be even by critical theorists, ques-
tions of “technique,” and thus as questions of limited interest, irrelevant
to the critical project. In categorizing pedagogical questions as questions
of technique, one shares the politics of Professor Hirsch, who insisted
that once the “contents” of cultural literacy were ascertained, many tech-
niques for teaching them might be developed. Professor Hirsch may have
wished to make (and indeed was making) a gesture of liberal tolerance
here, but more importantly, he was making the old move of locating
questions of pedagogy outside the realms of real significance—charac-
terizing them as merely technical questions—hozwe to teach—as against
questions of substance-—what should be taught. This is a classic move
by which politics-busters have forever attempted to secure their pro-
grams against the demon.

To those who hope to wrestle with politics (strong sense) in their ac-
tions in the classroom, knowledge of different techniques of teaching can
be helpful. But it is important to realize that no pedagogical technique,
as such, is a sure way of achieving this end—not “process teaching,” not
“collaboration,” not “group work.” All these techniques can be given
over to other than liberatory purposes, as indeed can any technique.

As mysterious as this new relation to practice may be in some respects,
1 do not see it as a relation for which we must seck heretofore unimagined
models. It seems to me very like the relation between the writer and the
draft. The writer engaged with the draft knows there is no place outside
the evolving draft where he or she may stand and dictate outcomes. The
writer engaged with the draft knows that the tedious, the evervday, can
embody as much mystery as the momentous. The writer engaged with
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the draft knows that what the writer experiences as unexpected, un-
planned, grotesque may come to be seen as the result of a door open-
ing, aburden being laid down, a call answered. The writer engaged with
the draft understands that the struggle is sometimes to act, knowing that
while you know something, what vou know is never enough and may
not even be s0. And so it will have to be enough to believe that there is
something here, or not here vet but within reach, worth striving for,
something to do not just with oneself but with other people. And not
just with “who I am” or “who they are,” but with what 1, and other
people, might be, not somewhere over the rainbow, but in some place
might make here, now, and there, then, in this language, this world.
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Keith Hjortshoj
Cornell University

In that place, where Hiey tore the nighishade and blackberry patches from
their routs to make roon for the Medallion City Golf Conrse, Hiere was onee
a neighbarhood.

—The opening sentence in Toni
Morrison’s Sula

When [ returned from the NCTE conference at Myrtle Beach in 1991,
sunburned and overstimulated, I immediately drafted an account of the
ways in which the main speakers’ arguments had helped to clarify my
own position, as an anthropologist who teaches writing in interdiscipli-
nary programs at Cornell, at the confluence of literary and social theory,
literary and cultural studics. Some of the themes of the 1991 conference
led me to explain, at the beginning of this draft, that [ had been troubled
for several years by social constructionist pedagogics, especially in the
ficld of rhetoric and composition, that subject students to the authority
of hypothetical “communities” of academic discourse. Gerald Graff's
suggestion that we should “teach the conflicts” within and among these
communities seemed preferable to the myths of consensus that subor-
dinate undergraduates to several conflicting delusions of grandeur each
semester. | went on to argue, however, that any pedagogy that locates
the construction of knowledge in privileged discourse communities re-
mains deaf to the intersubjective resonance through which learning ac-
tually occurs. In reference to Barbara Christian’s observation that values
are embodied in the sounds of language, I was developing this concept
of intersubjective resonance, as the basis for a truly social construction-
ist pedagogy, when 1learned that related discussions would continue
at Myrtle Beach in 1992, with contributions from other scholars and
teachers 1 admire. I set this draft aside, then, to find out how it would
look in the light that Mary Louise Pratt and Peter Elbow might shed on
it
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After the 1992 conference, my arguments rang false to me in an un-
expected, interesting, and ironic way, as first drafts often do. The sum-
maries and critiques I had constructed still seemed accurate. The
theoretical position 1 had carved out for myself was still credible, I feit,
and still faithful to the way 1 teach. When I put that essav to rest, 1 had
come to believe that it represented the way the conference had led me
to reposition myself. It was a good story about theoretical realignment,
of the sort that passes for dialogue in our professional journals, and even
now I'm reluctant to part with it.

While I was reading this old draft, however, 1 also noticed that in
deference to the conference speakers and organizers, I had done precisely
what our students (or, at any rate, the cleverest ones) continually do for
us. By positioning myself in relation to the arguments of the main speak-
ers and to the stated goals of the conference, 1 had helped to maintain a
theory of learning and change that I don’t accept—one I was even argu-
ing against in the essay itself. This theory of learning constructs an al-
most irresistible, circular genealogy of illusions that begins, we'll say,
when conference speakers construe their teaching experience and schol-
arship into positions that correspond with conference topics, much in
the way that teachers construct lectures, assignments, and reading ma-
terials for specific courses. These speeches and the discussions they
stimulate help participants to construct theoretical and pedagogical po-
sitions of their own, which thev carry back to their institutions and use
to redesign their courses. The new directions from which these teachers
approach the classroom then shape the learning experiences of their stu-
dents. According to this model, theory governs practice, which struc-
tures the learning experience according to the teacher’s intentions.

As long as everyone involved agrees to account for experience along
these lines, learning and change appear to occur along these lines as well,
So our students struggle to represent what thev learned as a rendition
of what we intended for them to learn and to demonstrate that they
changed in the ways we hoped they would change: that what they got
out of the course was a version of what we put into it. In fact, students
are often more interested in one another than in their teachers, and they
often learn the most from one another too. Their most profound learn-
ing experiences can result from something another student says or writes,
from a passage in the readings that we consider unimportant, from the
answers they discover to questions we didn’t ask, from questions they
ask that we can’t answer, or from the silent ways in which they resist
us. When we ask students to tell us what thev got out of the course, how-
ever, their assessments rarely include the types of learning that occur
outside the conventional lines of transmission, in which theories of teach-
ing, the practice of teaching, and learning appear to make sense together.
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[ found it interesting, then, that my initial account of the 1991 confer-
ence conformed so closely to the overt structure and purpose of the event:
that I chose to construe the effects of highly theoretical speeches in theo-
retical terms and that [ defined my position in relation to those of the
main speakers. No one told me to do this. Participants were encouraged
to write and speak freely, from any perspective. Yet the structure of an
academic conference, like the structure of a course, implicitly distin-
guishes responses that seem relevant and coherent from equally authen-
tic responses that seem irrelevant or incoherent. My first draft
represented a version of the truth that would make the easiest kind of
sense in this frame of reference. It also demonstrated that, like a good
student, [ was paying attention and was smart enough to summarize and
criticize the speakers’ arguments. Other versions of the truth are more
erratic and difficult to explain, but they also represent more authentic
accounts, 1 believe, of the peculiar, unruly ways in which we and our
students come to new understandings.

Much of what we notice is irrelevant, I suppose, to the communities
in which the experiences of individuals acquire social or cultural mean-
ing. Before a couple of the morning sessions at the conference, I spent
some time on the footbridge to the beach watching a green heron, the
sneakiest creature on earth, stalking minnows from the bank of Ocean
Creek at low tide. There, just beneath the resort’s snack bar and condo-
minium towers, this little heron went about its ancestral business, un-
daunted by the morning traffic of joggers and beachcombers, and
oblivious to the accretions of a history so bizarre, I thought, that this true
native of the area seemed alien, displaced, and irrelevant: not worth
mentioning, in itself, except as an odd example of irrelevance.

At the end of the conference in 1991, however, another unruly expe-
rience intensified my fascination with the ways in which the themes of
this conference plaved against its location, where everything larger than
an acre is called (and was once part of) a “plantation.” Before we left
Mvrtle Beach, my wife and [ drove through the tidal marshes and river
deltas around Georgetown to the remains of the Hampton Plantation,
which Archibald Rutledge, the descendant of the original owners, still
occupied and farmed in the 1960s with the help of a hundred African
American laborers, many of them direct descendants of Hampton’s
slaves. Around 1970, Rutledge donated the place to the state, which in-
otalled a few picnic table s and called it a state park.

When Marty and | arrived, no one was there but a cleepy park ranger,
dozing on the steps of the columned porch. The whole estate had an
abandoned, haunted look, the cavernous mansion and outbuildings
unrestored among the live oaks, pines, and cvpress swamps, where hun-
dreds of slaves onee cultivated rice and indigo. Rutledge himself lay
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under a slab along the path to the Santee River, which forms the south-
crn border of Georgetown County. Left to explore on our owrg, we tried
to enter the Kitchen building and encountered an enormous red-bellied
snake coiled by the door. When we called the park ranger to see it, and
moved too close, the snake Tunged and sent all three of us running in
terror across the vard. Hampton seemed pretty determined to remain
cpty.

Rutledge wrote several books about the area surrounding the Santee,
and when | got back to Ithaca, 1 read a couple of them, along with Toni
Morrison’s Sula and The Bluest Eye, other novels by writers Barbara Chris-
tian recommended during the conference, some histories of Georgetown
County, and several volumes of slave narratives, including many ac-
counts trom South Carolina. I began to read this material not to construct
or question any theory, and not with the intention to write, but to re-
licve a freshly nagging sense that T was terribly ignorant of African
American literature and history. Once I got started, Ijust wandered, over
the next two months or so, from one reference to others alimost at ran-
dom, to satisfy unfettered curiositv—the undisciplined, irresponsible
cousin of scholarship. And this is the kind of reading | most enjoy, when
et myselt dig around here and there like an amateur archacologist,
without plans‘ or intentions, among texts that were never meant to be
read together. Reading in this haphazard fashion, vou can’t get lost be-
cause vou don’timagine you are going anvwhere in particular; and when
vou aren’t looking for anvthing, whatever vou find seems to have been
fooking for vou. Here, I'll sort a few of these artifacts into a loosely chro-
nological order.

The official antebellum history of Georgetown County describes the
politics, tortunes, marriages, and parties of a few extended families of
Scots and Huguenots who owned just about evervthing and everyone
around them. When these planters had figured out how to use the tides
to tood and drain rice fields, through elaborate systems of channels and
sluices, their demand for labor stimulated the importatio s of slaves to
Charleston, which remained the largest North American port for the
Atrican slave trade throughout the cighteenth century. Africans, these
rice planters found, were most likely to survive the ordeal of clearing
and tarming malarial, snake-intested swamps, and the development of
the lucrative indigo production, in the middle of the eighteenth century,
mcreased the demand for African labor. By 1840, the river delta planta-
trons in Georgetown County produced half of the rice grown in the
United States. In 1850, 98 percent of this massive crop of some 47 mil-
flon pounds was produced on only 91 plantations, cach with a labor force
ot between 100 to 1000 slaves, [n that vear, the population of Georgetown
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District consisted of 18,253 slaves of African descent, 201 free persons
of color, and only 2,193 free whites. Excluding slave quarters, there were
only 575 “dwellings,” occupied by the same number of free families, in
the entire county (Rogers 253).

The contemporary testimonies of fugitive slaves from this area recall
some of the misery, brutality, and terror these people experienced. The
flat, factual accounts of their lives, published to fuel the abolitionist
movement, contrast in tone, most of all, with the language in Toni
Morrison’s novels—that gorgeous digaity and “muscularity” (as Barbara
Christian called it) of embodied language, written in the pulse of mov-
ing blood. Because she makes those embodied voices so vibrant and
accessible to us in fiction, Morrison also makes it casy to ignore the very
message she wants to convey: that the actual voices of slaves were si-
lenced and ignored, distorted, objectified, and ultimately Jost. Moses
Roper’s evewitness account (in 1836) of the sadistic execution of a fel-
low slave near Greenville, South Carolina (for the crimes of preaching,
and escaping from a plantation in Georgia), sounds, especially inits use
of the passive voice, like a police report or a set of technical instructions:

The manner in which George was burmt was as follows: a pen of
about fifteen feet square was built of pine wood, in the centre of
which was a tree, the upper part of which had been sawn off. To
this tree George was chained; the chain having been passed round
his neck, arms, and legs, to make him secure. The pen was then filled
with shavings and pine wood up to his neck. A considerable quantity
of tar and turpentine was then poured over his head. The
preparations having been completed, the four corners of the pen

were fired, and the miserable man perished in the flames.
(Blassingame 25)

This description gathers its horrible power in the abseuce of horror,
imagination, anger, fear, or even inference. Roper establishes credibil-
ity with white audiences by adopting the detached persona of the ex-
pert witness who simply recounts the “facts,” deleting all traces of human
consciousness embodied in the moment he describes. Morrison, by con-
trast, represents her characters in the whole of that consciousness made
clear. In language that makes the most remote depths of experience ac-
cossible, we hear even what Sula is imagining but not saving as she makes
fove to Ajay, in “the drift of her flesh toward the high silence ot orgasm™:

If 1 take a chamers and rub real hard on the bone, right on the ledge of
your cheek bone, some of the black weill disappear. 1t will flake aieay bito
the chamois and wndereath Hiere will be Qold leaf. | can see it <hining
throueh the bach. Riowe s there

How high she was over his wand-lean body, how «lippery was
his sliding sliding smife.

(8
C.
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And if | take a nail file or even Eva’s old paring knife —that will do—
and scrape away at the gold, it will fall away and there will be alabaster.
The alabaster is what gives your face its planes, its curves. That is why
your mouth smiling docs not reach your eyes. Alabastc’r is giving it a gravity
that resists a total smile. (130)

So facts become lifeless, fictions full of life, and the truths between
them inaccessible. Even if we could hear the fully embodied voices of
slaves now, across all that time and change, 1 doubt that we could un-
derstand them. When the Federal Writers’ Project of the WPA tried to
record the memories of former slaves verbatim, in the vernacular, their
voices conveyed both the strangeness and the remoteness of lives that
had already, in the 1930s, become almost unimaginable.'

Forty-four rice plantations lined the Waccamaw River, which flows
south, just inland from the coastal King's Highway, into Winyaw Bay at
Georgetown. The largest of these estates was Brookgreen, now a sculp-
ture garden and roadside attraction just a few miles south of Myrtle
Beach. This was one of six plantations owned by Joshua Ward, who, in
1850, produced almost four million pounds of rice with the labor of 1,092
slaves. Next to Brookgreen was The Oaks, owned by the governor of
South Carolina, Joseph Alston, and his wife Theodosia Burr Alston, the
daughter of Aaron Burr.? On his “Southern Tour” in 1791, President
George Washington spent an evening at Brookgreen, on his way to
Georgetown, Hampton Plantation, and Charleston. Overlooking the vast
expanses of green rice in the valleys of the Waccamaw and Pee Dee Riv-
ers, from the porch of the Clifton Plantation (also owned by the Alston
family), Washington remarked that he felt he wasin a “fairyland.” Later,
in Charleston, he expressed to the governor his astonishment that the
rice planters in the area had brought agriculture to such “perfection”
(Devercux 21-22).

“Mom Hagar” was born at The Oaks during the Civil War. When the
Federal Writers’ Project interviewers found her at Murrell’s Inlet, in 1937,
she was 77 years old and could recall only fragments of what her mother
told her about the lives of the slaves owned by the Alstons. Like others
recorded for the WPA, these scraps of memory emerge from such a deep
well of loss that images flash briefly against a darkness, as though ev-
erything in that time occurred at night by flickering candlelight:

Ma sav some dem plan to run way. “Less run! Less run!™ Master
keteh dem and teteh dem in, Lay ‘em cross barrel. Beat dem till they
wash in blood! Fetch ‘em back. Place ‘em cross the barrel—hogshet
barrel- - Christ! They ramp wash in blood. Beat Ma sister, He sister
sichly. Never could clear task-=like he want. My Ma have to work

be self to death to help Henritta o sickly Clear task to keep from
beat. Son.e obersheer mean. Oaks labor.
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Stay in the field! [she sang]
Stay in the field!
Stay in the field till the war been end! (Rawick 2: 110-11)

By the time Archibald Rutledge wrote The World Around Hampton,
published in 1960, the vestiges of the plantation system in his own back-
vard had simply reverted to “nature,” from his perspective. Although
he still referred to the black women who lived on his estate as “my good
girls” and recalled their shy pleasure when his father allowed them the
rare “privilege and honor” of taking refuge on the porch of The Great
House during a violent storm, Rutledge refers in the same passage to
“their natural freedom and happiness.” Like the owls, the egrets, and
the alligators, the hundred loyal, happy black people who lived on his
estate just belonged there, had always been there. Their songs blended
perfectly with the sigh of the wind in cypress boughs and swamp grass
in the lazy, soft, unruffled flow of time. As the “Master of Hampton,”
Rutledge liked to think of himself as the steward, not the owner, of this
natural order. “There are many,” he wrote, “to question my undisputed
ownership of the land, what is on it and under it: the Negroes who work
the land, the wild animals that make it their home, the silent ancestors

buried in the ancient churchyard—all have claim to the place” (13).
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While T was thumbing through the USAir Magazine on the way to the
NCTE conference in 1992, I found an article called “Rhett Butler's Home-
town,” by Jolee Edmondson, that brought Rutledge’s nostalgia a step
closer to the cthos of Myrtle Beach. In the opening spread, a heart-shaped
film clip of Clark Gable and Vivien Leigh in a passionate embrace is
superimposed on a panoramic photograph of the avenue of oaks lead-
ing to the Boone Hall Plantation. If Rhett Butler had existed, the article
suggests, he would have felt right at home on one of these plantations
near Charleston, which still “recall the splendor of the Gene with the Wind
era.” The carefully edited histories and descriptions of these estates do
not describe the plantation system, for the words “slave” and “slavery”
are never mentioned in the article. Nor are there references to agricul-
ture. Instead, the elegant remains of this system are supposed to remind
us of the movie, which has become their history. In effect, Boone Hall
Plantation has become “the quintessential Old South,” as a caption de-
scribes it, because it resembles Tara.

Built upon all of these images and voices, the drained. landscaped
developments atong Myrtle Beach look like sets for a different kind of
movie with imported actors: vacationers, retirees, and legions of white
teenagers who come to work at the restaurants, resorts, and golf courses,
or at the Bikini Bottom Car Wash up on the North King'« Highway. Here
the descendants of slaves make brief, minor appearances in the roles of
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maids and busboys. And across this improbable landscape, nothing
could pass more lightly, improbably, and unmemorably than a national
conference ot Cnglish teachers who convene to talk about literary theory
and multiculturaiism.

Talk about theory always stimulates this shift of attention to my sur-
roundings. Our students tend to attribute similar reactions to boredom.
When discussions become abstract, they become fascinated with their
pens and notebooks, with their clothing and hair, with the details of the
room, and with one another. But I don’t find theory boring, and I just
said that theoretical discussions stimulate interest in my surroundings,
along with curiosity, memory, and fanta-v. One reason, which accounts
for our students’ reactions too, is purely cognitive and linguistic. Every
abstract noun, such as “multiculturalism,” attempts to represent thou-
sands of other nouns, more specific and concrete. That single word as-
sumes meaning in reference to an entire world of cultural variation.
Sustained discussions at the rarefied pinnacle of language—where the
world is subsumed by a few -isms and -:‘wus—ureatc a kind of sensory
dcpri\'ation that should stimulate awareness of who and where we are,
and why, and what we are doing, and with whom. 1 think that's what,
theoretical language is good for: it’s a way of informing and illuminat-
ing practice or of stimulating awareness and change. When vou turn on
that kind of light, vou also need to open your eves and pay attention.

I was dissatisfied with my first draft, in part, because it described the
way theory sheds light on theory, as though an academic conference
were a bunch of floodlights installed in outer space. When we become
absorbed in those discussions, words such as student and class become
abstractions too—hypothetical categories, “imagined communities”—
even in our discussions of multiculturalism, differentiation, conflict,
contact, and inclusion. Teachers from research universities, liberal arts

colleges, and two-yvear community colleges throughout the country be-
gin to sound as though thev are all talking about the same creatures in
the same contexts, much in the way that politicians talk about their con-
stituents. or about Americans at large. We begin to imagine that if we as-
sembile the right theoretical apparatus and approach the classroom from
just the right angle, theory will govern practice. We wilt know in advance
what will happen when we get there, who our students are, what thev
need, and how they should change. Then, we begin to talk about using
this theoretical equipment for the purpose of “hammering,” “chiseling
or "chipping” away at some kind of har' homogeneous substance, as
theugh our primary goal were to convert our students into the effects of
our causes, In this dreamy, collective dislocation from our lives and jobs,
we begin to imagine that when we enter the classroom on the first day
ot the nest term, we will realty know what we are doing
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When I start to believe that, I've found, my teaching and my students
always suffer. They sufter because there’s a special kind of confusion
and vulnerability that occurs when people who hold power over our
lives behave as though they know what they are doing when they don't.
Political leaders continually affect us in this way. Doctors and lawyers
often do. And so do teachers, especially when they attribute motives,
values, and levels of ability to their students without really taking their
students into account—without asking questions, listening, and payving
attention. We can perpetrate this confusion just as easily from the Left
as from the Right, with or without cynicism. The term “safety net”
doesn’t really catch anyone. Hypothetical “points of light” provide nei-
ther hope nor warmth. So theories of inclusion, in themselves, don’tin-
clude anyone, and | could use them to exclude students just as easily as
I could use any other theoretical approach to teaching. I could also “teach
the conflicts,” as Gerald Graff recommends, in ways that convince stu-
dents that these debates have nothing to do with them, or I could de-
oign a multicultural curriculum that leads students to believe that
multiculturalism is just a liberal political gesture to appease “minorities.”

So I agree only in part with Mary Louise Pratt’s suggestion, during
the 1992 conference, that theory alienates people because it accounts for
experience from an oblique angle, that it has to be alicnating in order to
evplain things in ways other than those in which things explain them-
selves, | r